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 The need for knowledge workers is increasing; most jobs of the future will require 
some post secondary education. Half of the students who enter the open door of the 
community college are not prepared for college level work and must first enroll in 
developmental education. Half of those students will not complete remediation. Though 
institutions of higher education provide developmental education, the effectiveness of 
developmental education programs - performance in subsequent courses, grade point 
average, and persistence to graduation - are rarely studied.  
 This case study explored an Achieving the Dream institution’s commitment to 
establishing a “culture of evidence” to guide decision making and facilitate student 
success in developmental education programs. Research was gathered from interviews, 
observations, and a review of pertinent documents during the researcher’s four-month 
internship at the institution.  
 This study found a culture of evidence evolving at the institution and the 
institution’s participation in Achieving the Dream contributing to the culture of evidence 
through its use of data to measure student success and facilitate decision making.  
Indicators of student success measured at this institution included success rates in 
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developmental courses, fall-to-fall persistence, progression in the developmental course 
sequence, and graduation rates. The researcher used John P. Kotter’s Eight Stage Process 
of Creating Major Change as a framework to review the institution’s progress toward 
creating institutional change. The researcher identified practices that could bring about 
institutional change when building a culture of evidence.  
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
Providing effective “remedial” education would do more to alleviate our most serious 
social and economic problems than almost any other action we could take.  
Alexander Astin   
INTRODUCTION 
Framing the Issue 
The Increasing Need for Postsecondary Education 
 Will Americans be ready for the jobs of the future? Eighty percent of new jobs 
will require some postsecondary education, but only 42 percent of students leave high 
school ready for college (McCabe, 2000). Between 2000 and 2010, the fastest-growing 
occupations are expected to be in areas that will require a postsecondary education 
credential (Williams & Swail, 2005), and yet, the US ranks 16th among 27 countries in 
proportion of college degree and certificate completers (National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education, 2006, p. 8). Measuring Up 2006, expressed great concern for the 
current status of higher education in the United States and our ability to compete in the 
growing knowledge-base economy stressing, “Our country and our states need to educate 
more people with college-level knowledge and skills” (National Center for Public Policy 
and Higher Education, 2006, p. 5). The National Center for Public Policy and Higher 
Education (2006) warns, “If current trends continue, the proportion of workers with high 
school diplomas and college degrees will decrease and the per capita personal income of 
Americans will decline over the next fifteen years” (p. 1).  
The Role of the Community College 
 “Community colleges play a vital role in American society helping millions of 
adults to achieve their academic and personal goals and preparing workers for the modern 
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economy” (Brock et al., 2007, p. ES-1). Nearly half of all undergraduate students in the 
United States are enrolled in the community college (AACC, 2007). Community colleges 
are inclusive institutions welcoming students regardless of background, previous 
educational experience, heritage, religious background, or wealth (AACC, 2006a; Bailey, 
2007; Roueche & Baker, 1987). They offer programs for students interested in transfer 
preparation, immediate entry into the workforce, English language skill development, or 
personal enrichment or cultural activities (AACC, 2007).  
 Though the mission of each community college is different, they all offer low 
tuition (AACC, 2006c) and share some common goals: 
 serving all segments of society through an open-access admissions policy that 
offers equal and fair treatment to all students;    
 comprehensive educational program;    
 serving its community as a community-based institution of higher education;    
 teaching; and   
 lifelong learning. (AACC, 2006b) 
The comprehensive mission of the community college makes them attractive to a wide 
range of individuals seeking specific educational opportunities (AACC, 2006b). In 
addition, the low tuition costs of the community colleges, open door admission policies, 
and convenient locations near residential areas make enrollment possible for some 
students who otherwise would have had no opportunity to attend college (Bailey, 2007). 
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Underprepared Students 
 Each year, the community college, with its open door policy, receives a large 
percentage of underprepared students seeking opportunities to prepare for college level 
work (Shults, 2000). One third of all U.S. freshmen are not academically ready for 
college level work and enroll in developmental programs as they enter postsecondary 
education (National Center for Education Statistics, 2000). Forty-one percent of 
community college enrollees are inadequately prepared in at least one of the basic skills 
areas of writing, reading, and mathematics (McCabe, 2001).  
Statement of the Problem 
 With 98 percent of public two year institutions offering access to higher education 
for underprepared students through developmental education in 2000 (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2003), community colleges provide an avenue to those who would 
traditionally be unable to further their educations (Milliron & Wilson, 2004). However, 
access to higher education in itself is not enough to ensure student success. Each year, 
almost half of the students who enter community colleges enroll in developmental 
courses, yet only half of those students complete remediation (McCabe, 2003).  
 Though evaluations of developmental education practices can demonstrate that 
such programs help students prepare for higher-level college work (Gerlaugh, Thompson, 
Boylan, and Davis, 2007), there is very little evidence on the effect of remedial courses 
and practices on performance in subsequent courses, grade point average, and persistence 
to graduation (Levin & Calcagno, 2007). It is crucial that higher education assess the 
outcomes of these students and identify factors having the greatest effect on those 
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outcomes (Bailey, 2004), but few institutions use data about their students and related 
outcomes to guide decision making to improve student success (MDC Inc., 2004). 
Evaluation activities often provide little information on what needs to be changed to 
make developmental education more effective (Grubb, 2001). 
 Roueche, Roueche, and Ely (2001) stated, “Developmental education not only 
helps ensure that underprepared college students do not fall through the cracks in the 
educational system, but it also helps to ensure that business and industry have a skilled 
workforce from which to recruit” (p. 519). To serve this role, community college must 
identify why developmental students are not successful and make institutional changes to 
reverse that trend.  
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of this study was to explore an Achieving the Dream institution’s 
commitment to establishing a “culture of evidence” that guides decision making to 
facilitate student success in developmental education programs: the collection and 
analyses of institutional student data and the resulting institutional adjustments and 
strategies implemented.  
Definitions 
Achieving the Dream 
 In 2003, the Lumina Foundation for Education introduced Achieving the Dream: 
Community Colleges Count to assist community colleges that seek to increase student 
success of at-risk students usually identified as low-income students of color. Indicators 
of student success are identified as:   
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 Successfully complete developmental courses and progress to credit-bearing 
courses; 
 Enroll in and successfully complete gatekeeper courses; 
 Complete the courses they take with a C or higher; 
 Re-enroll from one semester to the next; and 
 Earn certificates and degrees. (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 2)  
Institutions participate in Achieving the Dream for five years, receive grant funds, and 
are provided with assistance from a coach who “works with the core team and the CEO’s 
leadership group to help maximize their effectiveness in leading institutional change” and a 
data facilitator who works with data team members to guide their analysis of both 
quantitative and qualitative data (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 11).  In addition, Achieving the 
Dream institutions “use a team-led process to analyze data, develop effective strategies 
for improving student success, cultivate support for the strategies, and institutionalize 
new policies and practices that prove effective” (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 8). A team 
arrangement is recommended because multiple perspectives enhance solutions and to 
ensure created shared ownership of the processes and vision. An approach required by 
Achieving the Dream is the building of a culture of evidence. 
Guilford Technical Community College  
 Guilford Technical Community College (GTCC) is located in Guilford County, 
North Carolina. GTCC offers five campus locations serving 14,112 students in 
curriculum programs and 27,542 students in continuing education programs and basic 
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skills (GTCC, 2008b). GTCC was one of the 27 institutions that joined Achieving the 
Dream in 2004.    
Culture of Evidence 
 A culture of evidence is clearly in place when “institutional and individual 
reflection and action are typically prompted and supported by data about student 
persistence, student learning, and institutional performance,” (Price, n.d., p. 1), and there 
is an “engagement of people in courageous conversations about the data and their 
implications” (Price, n.d., p. 4).  
Data Based Decision Making 
 Data based decision making is an integral part of “building a culture of evidence.” 
Within the realm of Achieving the Dream, data based decision making is an activity by 
which institutions can create strategies to positively impact student success: (1) assessing 
the institutions’ readiness, forming teams, and framing the issues for inquiry; (2) 
analyzing the situation and diagnosing the problem by examining data on student 
outcomes and gathering input from students and the community; (3) developing 
strategies; (4) implementing new policies and practices; and (5) evaluating the results of 
new practices and making more changes as needed (Achieving the Dream, n.d., p. 1). 
Methodology 
 This basic interpretive qualitative research study employed a case study approach. 
Patton (1990) noted case studies are useful when one wants an in-depth understanding of 
a particular group, problem, or situation. Whereas quantitative methods strive to measure 
a few reactions of a large number of people, qualitative methods produce a large amount 
  
7
of detail about a small group of people. Using this form of a qualitative method allowed 
the researcher to understand the program phenomenon in-depth and as a whole.  
Research Questions 
 Three general questions were used to guide the exploration of Achieving the 
Dream initiatives supporting data based decision making.  
 What structures were created at Guilford Technical Community College to guide 
and support Achieving the Dream planning, the implementation of strategies, and 
evaluation in developmental education? 
 How is Guilford Technical Community College creating a “culture of evidence” 
facilitating data based decision making in developmental education? 
 What related successes and challenge has Guilford Technical Community College 
experienced in developmental education?  
Significance of Study 
 The challenges of developmental community college students are great, and 
success is not easy. Community colleges struggle to find ways to help developmental 
students maintain enrollment and achieve academic success, but the high percentage of 
unsuccessful students remains. Though community colleges often have a wealth of data 
on the enrollment, placement, and academic success of their students, they generally do 
not use it to determine whether their students are returning each semester and whether 
they are accomplishing their academic goals (Brock et al., 2007, p. ES-3). 
 This study contributes to the understanding of how institutions can implement 
data based decision making and build a “culture of evidence” that contributes to the 
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success of their students in developmental courses. The design selected allowed the 
researcher in-depth exploration of the phenomenon that provided for a descriptive, 
informative portrayal of implemented practices. Though the findings were specific to the 
institution under study, they provided examples, successes, and challenges that may be 
useful to individuals and institutions interested in data based decision making and 
creating a culture of evidence to increase student success.  
Delimitations 
 This study explored Achieving the Dream activities at GTCC and how the 
institution has implemented data based decision making to increase success in its 
developmental education program. This study will not elaborate on all Achieving the 
Dream activities at GTCC or data based decision making at GTCC that does not directly 
affect the developmental program or developmental education students.  
Limitations 
 Criticisms of the case study methodology identify a number of concerns. For 
example, case studies, because they are of a specific phenomenon or group, do not 
produce results that can be generalized to other situations (Patton, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985), and data are limited to that which the researcher directly observed, heard, read, or 
experienced (Patton, 1990). In addition, the presence of the researcher may affect the 
authenticity of activities and conversations, and the researcher’s perceptions may be 
flawed by his or her own interpretive perceptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Practices 
ensuring trustworthiness (discussed in chapter three) minimized these effects.    
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Assumptions 
 This study was conducted with the assumption that there is an interest in the 
implementation of data based decision making, that developmental education will 
continue to be offered at the community college, and that data based decision making can 
facilitate changes that increase student success in developmental programs. 
Summary 
 This chapter introduced the purpose of this study as an exploration of an 
Achieving the Dream institution’s commitment to establishing a “culture of evidence” 
that guides decision making to facilitate student success in the developmental education 
program. A case study approach allowed the researcher to observe and interview 
participants as well as read pertinent documents over a period of four months. Chapter 
two, the literature review, discusses developmental education students, program 
practices, and approaches to program evaluation in higher education followed by an 
introduction to the role of data based decision making recommended by Achieving the 
Dream. Chapter three elaborates on the methodology used in this study, strengths and 
limitations, and data collection and analysis processes. Chapter four includes the results 
of this research, and Chapter five provides an interpretation of and discussion on the 
research results.     
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CHAPTER TWO 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
Introduction 
 Community colleges are doing many things to address the perceived needs of 
developmental students and to measure student success. This chapter introduces 
commonly identified characteristics of developmental students, briefly reviews successful 
developmental education practices identified by prominent researchers in the field, and 
follows with an exploration of studies and reports on developmental education published 
around the start of the new millennium. This reviews ends with a discussion of program 
evaluation activities, the need for more comprehensive evaluation practices, and 
evaluations practices encouraged by Achieving the Dream. 
 In this review “developmental” and “remedial” are used interchangeably because 
the research was not always clear about whether activities discussed were exclusively 
remedial or more comprehensive and, therefore, developmental. A clarification of the 
difference between developmental and remedial education in included in this review. 
Specific classroom instructional practices are not discussed.     
Students in Developmental Education  
 Every year, approximately 1.2 million students enroll in remedial classes 
(McCabe, 2003). Researchers refer to these students as at-risk, low achieving, 
underprepared, disadvantaged, skill-deficient, non traditional (Saxon & Boylan, 1999), 
developmental, and special (Lundell & Collins, 1999). This researcher found the names 
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“remedial” and “developmental” most commonly used, and they appeared to be used 
interchangeably in the research.   
 The population of students in developmental education is diverse. Their ages 
range from 15 to 55 (McCabe, 2003). Almost half of community college students are age 
24 or older (Saxon & Boylan, 1999; McCabe, 2003). Most of the younger students are 
those who did not do well in high school. Many of the older students did well in high 
school but need to rebuild their skills (Attewell, Lavin, Domina, & Levey, 2006); others 
have poor study skills or learning problems (Levin & Calcagno, 2007).  
 In 1999, Saxon and Boylan conducted a review of the literature to identify 
characteristics of remedial students in the community college and found 55 percent were 
female, 25 percent were married, and 54 percent had an income of less than $20,000. The 
diversity in race was 67 percent White, 23 percent African-American, six percent 
Hispanic, three percent Asian, and one percent American Indian. Sixty-eight percent of 
remedial students were full-time, six percent residential, 83 percent degree seeking, and 
40 percent financial aid recipients.  
 The characteristics of developmental students are changing, mirroring changes in 
our nations’ population. Increasing numbers are “single parents and children of single-
parent families, high school dropouts seeking to complete their education, workers 
requiring technical retraining, new immigrants, and other groups of skill-deficient 
students” (Roueche, Roueche, & Ely, 2001, p. 520). The number of first-generation 
students (the first in a family to attend college) is also increasing with half of the first 
generation students at community colleges enrolling in remedial courses (Bailey, 2007). 
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In an analysis of NELS: 88 data (NELS: 88, National Education Longitudinal Study of 
1988, was a nationally representative sample of eighth-graders surveyed from 1988 
through 2000), Attewell et al. (2006) noted other elements that contribute to the diversity 
of students in developmental programs,  
Many college students with limited academic skills do not take remedial 
coursework, while substantial numbers of students with strong high school 
backgrounds nevertheless take remedial courses…Large proportions of students 
who graduated from suburban and rural high schools take remedial coursework in 
college, as do many students from high SES [socioeconomic status] families. (p. 
914) 
However, the remedial population is disproportionately poor (Roueche & Roueche, 1999; 
McCabe, 2003).  
 Though diverse in many ways, developmental students all lack the skills 
necessary for success in college. In 2000, over 40 percent of students entering a 
community college and 29 percent of all students entering higher education were 
underprepared in at least one basic skill area (reading, writing, and math) (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2000). Saxon and Boylan (1999) found that the average 
high school grade point average (GPA) of entering community college remedial students 
was 2.40, and 50 percent of those who took the SAT scored 800 or below.  
 Roueche et al. (2001) noted some of the common feelings of developmental 
students: “a fear of failure, a belief that they are not smart enough to succeed, concerns 
that they may be identified by the system and expelled, and apprehension and anger 
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toward a public education system that may have discarded them” (p. 526). Awareness of 
these characteristics has led developmental educators to develop programs and services 
that assist students with goal-setting, communication skills, career planning, and problem 
solving so that they may build skills necessary for personal and academic success. 
Developmental education expanded from remediation in the classroom to a more 
comprehensive practice of skill and personal development.   
Developmental Education 
 Though remedial education was created to prepare students for the academic 
demands of college-level coursework (Perin, 2002), educators recognized that students 
who were not prepared academically were also not prepared for success in college in 
other ways (Lundell & Collins, 1999). Developmental education emerged to integrate 
personal development into academic coursework, adding supportive activities and 
services (Boylan, 1995). Developmental education became the umbrella under which 
personal development services and remedial courses are provided (Boylan & Bonham, 
2007). Good developmental education, according to Boylan (1999a), is holistic and 
student centered, recognizing that students develop academically and personally. 
Programs generally include a wide range of interventions such as special academic 
advising and counseling programs, learning laboratories, tutoring programs, and 
comprehensive learning centers.   
 Courses for underprepared students often are referred to as “remedial.” Boylan 
(1995) clarified that there is a difference between remediation and developmental 
education stating, “Developmental education is not a euphemism for remediation. It is a 
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far more sophisticated concept involving a combination of theoretical approaches drawn 
from cognitive and developmental psychology” (Boylan, 1995, ¶ 4). John Gardner, the 
Senior Fellow of the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience and 
Students in Transition at the University of South Carolina, however, suggested using an 
alternative word to describe developmental education stating, “Developmental education 
is a term to which people's reactions are deep and aversive. It's a code phrase for other 
things, and some of them are hardly mentionable” (Spann, 2000b, ¶ 32).  
 Developmental education is prevalent in the higher education community. 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2003), in 2000, 98 percent of 
public 2-year institutions, 80 percent of public 4-year institutions, and 59 percent of 
private 4-year institutions offer developmental courses. Gerlaugh et al. (2007) contended 
that without developmental education programs, many underprepared students would 
never have the chance to graduate from college or to get a better job.  
What Works In Developmental Education 
 Several publications that collectively present in-depth examinations of the 
characteristics of successful developmental education in the United States emerged 
around the start of the new millennium. This researcher recognizes these studies 
(described below) as a comprehensive picture of developmental education. This 
following review briefly outlines the findings in these publications and then explores the 
literature on practices, successes, and challenges in developmental education and 
program evaluation published since 1999.   
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  Hunter Boylan published many reports on developmental education. Two recent 
publications provide a comprehensive look at successful developmental education 
practices. In What Works in Remedial Education: Lessons from 30 years of Research, 
Boylan and Saxon (1999b) reviewed the literature on remedial education published over 
the previous 30 years and then summarized the finding of over 200 studies. In What 
Works: Research-Based Best Practices in Developmental Education, Boylan (2002)  
reported the results of a major collaborative study (sponsored by the Continuous Quality 
Improvement Network and the National Center for Developmental Education) of best 
practices in the field of developmental education. The resulting publication provided 
guidelines and suggestions for successful developmental education practice.  
 Each of the two previously mentioned reports expressed that successful 
developmental programs have core institutional, program, and instructional practices. 
Boylan and Saxon (1999b) captured many of the common findings in these two reports 
on the elements necessary for successful developmental education:    
 The establishment of clearly specified goals and objectives for developmental 
programs and courses. 
 The use of mastery learning techniques in remedial courses. 
 The provision of a high degree of structure in remedial courses. 
 The use of a variety of approaches and methods in remedial instruction. 
 The application of sound cognitive theory in the design and delivery of 
remedial courses. 
 The provision of a centralized or highly coordinated remedial program. 
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 The use of formative evaluation to guide program development and 
improvement. 
 The establishment of a strong philosophy of learning to develop program 
goals and objectives and to deliver program services. 
 The implementation of mandatory assessment and placement. 
 The provision of a counseling component integrated into the structure of 
remedial education. 
 The provision of tutoring performed by well-trained tutors. 
 The integration of classroom and laboratory activities. 
 The establishment of an institution-wide commitment to remediation. 
 The assurance of consistency between exit standards for remedial courses and 
entry standards for the regular curriculum. 
 The use of learning communities in remedial instruction. 
 The use of Supplemental Instruction, particularly video-based Supplemental 
Instruction to support remedial courses. 
 The provision of courses or workshops on strategic thinking. 
 The provision of staff training and professional development for those who 
work with underprepared students. 
 The provision of ongoing student orientation courses. 
 The integration of critical thinking into the remedial curriculum. (p. 8-9) 
Boylan (2002) identified the presence of some additional practices taking place in 
successful developmental programs:  
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 Hiring practices that identify faculty with experience teaching developmental 
education.  
 Collaboration with other academic departments to share expertise. 
 A clearly defined mission statement. 
 Comprehensive student support services.  
 Grant funds for program development innovations. 
 Community outreach to support workforce development.   
 Systematic summative program evaluations in addition to formative 
evaluations.  
 An emphasis on professional development for faculty and staff.  
 Participation in professional associations.  
 Less reliance on or the strong training and integration of adjunct faculty.  
 The monitoring of student performance by faculty and advisors.  
 Timely and frequent feedback and testing opportunities.  
 Faculty who share instructional strategies with one another and, at times, with 
student affairs personnel.  
 The use of active learning techniques.  
 The use of classroom assessment techniques.  
 In 2003, McCabe authored Yes We Can! A Community College Guide for 
Developing America’s Underprepared. This book summarized research on the practical 
experiences of professionals who have worked with developmental education and many 
best practices. Similar to the previously described publications, Yes We Can also 
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provided a comprehensive list of successful characteristics of developmental education 
reiterating many of the institutional and program components previously identified. 
Another publication, High Stakes, High Performance: Making Remedial Education Work 
(Roueche & Roueche, 1999) provided insight into successful developmental education. 
Based on their research on a number of major studies, Roueche and Roueche included 
additional recommendations not noted in the previous publications: 
 Colleges must increase the support and structure they offer at-risk students, 
who need support and structure more than any other students in higher 
education.  
 Expand pre-enrollment activities. 
 Require orientation. 
 Abolish late registration 
 Eliminate simultaneous enrollment in skill and regular academic courses that 
require the skill for which remediation is advised or mandated.  
 Require working students to take fewer hours. 
 Provide more comprehensive financial aid programs. 
 Establish peer and faculty mentors and support groups. 
 Require literacy activities in all courses in all discipline areas.  
 Colleges must become organizations that are more humane. 
 Remedial programs should be flexible. (p. 29 - 32) 
 The publications previously noted reviewed much of the literature and many 
studies prior to 1999, arriving at many of the same or similar conclusions. Accepting 
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these publications as conclusive information on the state of discussions and practices of 
successful developmental education prior to 1999, this researcher explored studies and 
reports published around the beginning of the new millennium to determine the current 
state of discussions and practices. This researcher’s review found that the literature 
focused on several topics: the location of developmental education within the institution, 
assessment and placement, approaches to remediation (learning communities and tied 
courses, supplemental instruction, concurrent enrollment, and integrated courses), and 
program effectiveness.  
Locations of Developmental Education Courses 
 Remedial courses not housed within a developmental education department are 
called “mainstreamed” (Perin, 2002).  Most community colleges mainstream their 
developmental courses (McCabe, 2003; Roueche & Roueche, 1999). A national survey 
conducted by the American Association of Community Colleges found that remedial 
courses in 61 percent of institutions were located within their respective subject areas 
(English, reading, or math), 25 percent in a separate remedial department, and 13 percent 
within one academic department (Shults, 2000). Perin (2002) found some institutions 
used a mixed model, mainstreaming some developmental courses while creating a 
separate developmental education department for others. Though Boylan and Saxon 
(1999b) and Boylan (2002) advocated for centralized developmental programs (all 
remedial courses, and sometimes supportive services, housed within one department), 
they reported that they did find decentralized programs (courses and services provided by 
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respective college departments) were successful when communication and coordination 
was strong and faculty and staff met regularly to discuss challenges and goals.   
 McCabe (2003) described a centralized program as one that takes responsibility 
for all of the institution’s developmental coursework, provides developmental students 
with academic support, and collaborates with other departments and offices. Centralized 
programs may also offer ancillary support services such as tutoring and counseling 
(Perin, 2002). McClenney (2000) noted, “Successful programs are likely to include a 
blend of one-on-one tutoring, small-group work and computer-assisted learning along 
with formal classes” (¶ 8). Illich, Haga, and McCallister’s (2004) review of the literature 
identified additional support services such as placement, freshman seminars, orientation, 
study skills training, and critical thinking instruction, amongst others housed within 
developmental education programs.  
 Though the majority of programs are not centralized (Perin, 2002), many 
researchers in the literature support the concept of centralization. Communication and 
coordination in a centralized program is easier (Boylan & Saxon, 1999), and a centralized 
program supports the hiring of faculty interested in teaching developmental courses 
(Roueche & Roueche, 1999; McCabe, 2003). McCabe (2003) purported, “Programs that 
place developmental courses within separate academic departments and under separate 
leaderships do not serve their students as successfully” (p. 49). 
 However, some researchers advocated that a decentralized program benefit the 
faculty and their ability to serve developmental students more than the centralized model. 
Perin (2002) contended that the alignment between developmental and college level 
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courses is likely to be greater in a mainstream arrangement; developmental faculty 
teaching within academic departments are likely to be more aware of the course content 
of college level courses and the performance expected of the students preparing for those 
courses. Gardner expressed that developmental education and its faculty gain more 
stature and avoid marginalization in decentralized arrangements where developmental 
faculty serve all students (Spann, 2000b).  
 There are many strengths and weakness of the centralized and decentralized 
models stated throughout the literature fueling the debate over which approach is best. 
Roueche and Roueche (1999) remarked, “Whether students should be grouped 
homogeneously or heterogeneously, a question that dates back almost 75 years, continues 
to be contentious; little progress has been made toward resolving the argument” (p. 25). 
Perin (2002) stated, 
Both centralized and mainstreamed developmental education models show 
advantages and disadvantages….mainstreaming appears to have the potential for 
higher quality instruction and more positive student reactions. Centralized 
departments seem superior regarding ancillary support services and teacher 
motivation and experience. (¶ 29) 
In the end, however, the organizational structure of developmental education at a 
particular institution depends on an institution’s politics, the size of academic 
departments, or the placement policy (Perin, 2005). 
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Assessment and Placement 
 The majority of community colleges mandate skill assessment (National Center 
for Education Statistics, 2003). In a review of a national study conducted by the 
American Association of Community Colleges, Shults (2000) found that 58 percent of all 
institutions surveyed required assessment. Of those institutions that required assessment, 
75 percent had mandatory placement. Criteria for exemption varied, but the majority (76 
percent) used college entrance exam scores. Other information used to determine 
exemption included high school grade point average, advanced placement scores, 
statewide high school exam scores, and incoming transfer status. Policies about 
assessment and placement were determined either locally (65 percent) or by the state (33 
percent).  
 A variety of methods is used to assess students (McCabe, 2003). Sixty-three 
percent of institutions used computerized assessment measures, 60 percent paper and 
pencil, 36 percent college entrance exams, 24 percent institutionally developed measures, 
and 16 percent state developed measures (Shults, 2000). Roueche and Roueche (1999) 
noted that researchers have argued against the use of standardized tests or the use of those 
measures alone to determine the needs of remedial students.     
 Advantages and disadvantages of pen and pencil and of computerized assessment, 
the most widely used tools, have been noted (McCabe, 2003), but conclusive studies are 
few. James (2006) evaluated the predictive validity of ACCUPLACER™ OnLine at 
Thompson Rivers University and found that ACCUPLACER ™ OnLine Arithmetic and 
Elementary Algebra appeared to be good predictors of student success in developmental 
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mathematics courses, but ACCUPLACER™ OnLine Reading Comprehension and 
Sentence Skills did not predict well student success in developmental English courses 
that focused on composition.  
 Cut-off scores for placement are set by institutions 77 percent of the time and by 
the state in the remaining 23 percent (Shults, 2000). Levin and Calcagno (2007) found 
that most assessment tests were calibrated to identify students with skills below the 
eighth grade level. Perin (2005) remarked that variations in cut-off scores might reflect a 
lack of consensus on the performance level needed for college level work. 
 In a study of 15 diverse community colleges from around the country, Perin 
(2006) found state mandates and institutional practices for placement varied. At some 
institutions, students in career programs were not required to enroll in remedial courses, 
and in one institution, waivers from participation were liberally granted because there 
was not enough room in remedial classes to teach all of the students in need. Perin also 
found a wide variety of practices regulating entrance into and exit out of remedial 
courses.   
 “Assessment and placement of students into remedial courses is one of the most 
debated aspects of remedial education” (Shults, 2000, p. 5). Spann (2000a) advocated, 
“students seeking degrees or certificates must be accurately assessed and placed in the 
environment that best meets their needs” (p. 2). Though the literature supports mandatory 
placement, Perin (2006) noted that having standards that require placement into remedial 
courses conflict with the goal of access into higher education, may increase student 
dropout, and may actually threaten access to higher education.  
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Approaches to Remediation 
 The number of students needing developmental education continues to grow, as 
does the diversity of these students. Perin (2005) purported that this diversity calls for 
non-traditional approaches to teaching remedial courses. A number of approaches used to 
increase the success of underprepared students have been identified in the literature. 
Boylan (1999b) called these approaches “alternatives to developmental education,” 
though some of these activities have been implemented within or in partnership with a 
developmental education program. These approaches include learning communities and 
tied courses, supplemental instruction (SI), concurrent enrollment, and integrated courses 
Learning Communities and Tied Courses 
 McCabe (2003) defined learning communities as “collaborative activities that 
connect underprepared student learning with nonacademic concerns” (p. 57). The most 
common practice identified in the research, however, was “tied courses” which typically 
pair or link of a remedial course with a college level course (Perin, 2005; Perin & 
Charron, 2006). Grubb (2001) noted students are more likely to make progress in linked 
developmental and credit courses because they see the courses as progress to their goals. 
However, Perin (2002) noted that linking credit and developmental courses likely would 
not be permitted in states and institutions that require completion of remedial courses 
prior to enrollment in credit bearing courses. 
 Brittenham, Cook, Hall, Moore-Whitesell, Ruhl-Smith, Shafii- Mousavi, 
Showalter, Smith, and White (2003) found success in tied developmental courses; 
students at a regional commuter campus of a public university system who enrolled in 
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two linked developmental courses had significantly higher pass rates in math and writing 
and higher retention rates than other developmental students. However, success in tied 
courses may result for other reasons. Grubb (2001) noted that students in learning 
communities are successful because participating students get to know one another better. 
Similarly, McCabe (2003) stated that learning communities provide an inclusive 
environment that increases retention. In addition, these courses may have more success 
because faculty can contextualize teaching and enjoy working with like-minded faculty 
(Grubb, 2001). 
Supplemental Instruction 
 Supplemental instruction (SI) is a form of group study used to support a specific 
class. The SI facilitator is a student who has successfully completed the related course. 
This student regularly attends the current class and then facilitates an interactive study 
group utilizing effective learning techniques to help students to master the course content. 
SI eliminates the stigma typically attached to academic support initiatives because it does 
not focus on the high-risk status of participating students but on the high-risk status of the 
course (Stansbury, 2001) possibly increasing the likelihood that students will access the 
service. Similarly, Gardner noted, “Instead of targeting students who are underachieving, 
you say in an invitational way, ‘any student can do better.’… I think that's the approach 
you have to take to avoid [developmental education] being marginalized” (Spann, 2000b, 
¶ 12). 
 Several studies identified an increase in student success with the implementation 
of SI. Hodge (2001) found that, of 103 conditionally admitted students at a large state 
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university, those who attended SI had a higher semester GPA than those who did not 
attend SI. In a review of three semesters of data collected on 11,000 students participating 
in SI at a state university, Wright, Wright, and Lamb (2002) reported that the study 
“suggested that Supplemental Instruction may have made a positive difference on the 
performance and retention rates of developmental mathematics students” (p. 30).  
Concurrent Enrollment 
  In a national study of community colleges, 99 percent of participating institutions 
indicated that they allowed remedial students to enroll concurrently in developmental and 
college level courses (Shults, 2000). Burley, Butner, and Cejda, (2001) advocated for 
allowing students to enroll in courses unrelated to the area of remediation noting that 
even though limiting access to credit level courses may be instituted to prevent these 
students from failure, limiting access may actually instill a self-fulfilling prophecy of 
failure. However, Illich, Haga, and McCallister (2004) reported that remedial students 
concurrently enrolled in credit courses have been found to have lower college level pass 
rates than those who completed remedial courses before enrolling in credit courses.  
Integrated Courses 
 Integrated courses are academic courses providing remediation through the 
teaching of course content. Grubb (1999, cited in Brothen & Wiambach, 2004) purported 
that the integration of developmental education into academic and occupation courses is 
necessary in order to be successful with developmental education. Linking developmental 
and academic course content can increase learning and motivation. General College at the 
University of Minnesota successfully taught developmental education within typical 
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freshman-level courses resulting in increased retention and transfer rates. At General 
College,   
Instructors organize their courses and create assignments designed to integrate the 
development of reading, writing, and study skills into the process of acquiring 
content knowledge. Deficiencies in math are addressed with noncredit courses, 
but other aspects of academic skill development are incorporated into the various 
credit-bearing freshman-level content courses. (Ghere, 2000, p. 39) 
Arendale (2000, cited in Brothen & Wiambach, 2004) predicted that offering 
opportunities for students to participate in integrated courses and develop learning 
strategies while in graduation-credit courses would be a big trend in developmental 
education.  
Results of Recent Studies on Effectiveness 
 Institutions and individuals have conducted numerous studies, analyzed data, and 
reviewed the literature in an attempt to justify, or not, the effectiveness of developmental 
courses and programs. In literature published since 1999, many of studies have measured 
the effectiveness of developmental education using indicators such as retention and 
graduation rates. Following are the results of several of those studies.   
 A number of recent studies reported in the literature have indicated the 
effectiveness of participation in developmental education. Boylan and Saxon (1999a) 
noted that research has indicated that students who completed remediation were retained 
at higher rates than those already prepared for college level work. A number of 
institutional, national, and state studies resulted in similar conclusions.   
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 In a study of 29 community and technical colleges, Gerlaugh et al. (2007) found 
retention rates in remedial reading and writing to be on average 83 percent. Math 
retention was at 80 percent. Of those students who remained enrolled, an average of 72 
percent received a grade “C” or better. Of those who passed reading and writing 
remediation with a “C” or better who enrolled in college level courses, 69 percent of the 
reading students and 64 percent of the writing students received a “C” or better in the 
college level courses. Fifty-eight percent of remedial math students received a “C” or 
better in college-level math courses. (Gerlaugh et al. noted that this study did not take 
into consideration those students who dropped out while attending remedial courses). In a 
study of developmental students at the community college of Denver, Roueche, Roueche, 
and Ely (2001) found that graduation rates for students who began in developmental 
education was comparable to those who were not required to participate in developmental 
education.  
 Two national studies had mixed results with regard to program effectiveness. 
Boylan and Saxon (1999a) reported that a 1996 National Center for Education Statistics 
study on student completion rates indicated students who were required to take a 
combination of English and reading, or English, reading, and mathematics remedial 
courses had a lower chance of completing these requirements than the others. However, 
those who did complete required remedial courses in mathematics and English were very 
likely to complete their first college level course in the same content area. In an analysis 
of NELS 88 data, Attewell et al. (2006) found, “taking remedial classes was not 
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associated at all with lower chances of academic success, even for students who took 
three or more remedial courses” (p. 915).  
 Two state studies captured indications of student success in remedial courses. A 
study of basic skills students enrolled in all public community colleges in California 
during the 1998-1999 academic years indicated that 80 percent of these students 
completed their remedial courses. However, of those completing remedial courses, only 
24 percent continued to college-level courses (Brothen & Wiambach, 2004). Glenn 
(2005) reported on a study of five years of data on 15,000 students in Ohio public 
colleges who had scores indicating a need for remediation. Glenn found that those who 
completed remedial math were almost 10 percent less likely to drop out of college than 
other students, and remedial English students were 17 percent more likely to complete a 
four-year degree than other students.    
 Each year, almost half of the students who enter community colleges enroll in 
developmental courses; only half of them complete remediation (McCabe, 2003). Glenn 
(2005) reported that studies have found that students who take remedial courses have a 
higher drop out rate than non-remedial students. Attewell et al, (2006) stated critics argue 
that students drop out when they “get bogged down taking multiple remedial courses” (p. 
886). Studies often exclude dropout data from study analysis and usually do not take into 
consideration the number of prospective developmental students who were discouraged 
and did not enroll in courses (Levin & Calcagno, 2007). 
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Assessing the Effectiveness of Evaluation Practices 
 Gerlaugh et al. (2007) noted that professionals in developmental education are 
evaluating the effectiveness of their programs more often. However, complaints and 
concerns about research practices are numerous. Roueche and Roueche (1999) stated, 
“Program evaluation has been and remains the weakest component of the remedial effort” 
(p. 26). Remarks found in the literature include: 
 “Relatively few evaluations of remedial programs have been conducted, and 
many existing evaluations are useless” (Grubb, 2001, p. 1).  
 Research on developmental education generally reflects the findings at single 
institutions, which makes generalizations difficult (Perin & Charron, 2006). 
 Studies are often “sporadic, under funded, and inconclusive" (Merisotis & 
Phipps, 2000, p. 75).  
 Many studies have serious methodological flaws (Perin & Charron, 2006; 
Levin & Calcagno, 2007).   
 Few institutions use rigorous methods to evaluate their programs (Glenn, 
2005; Levin & Calcagno, 2007) 
 “[M]any existing evaluations…provide little information about what should 
be changed to make [developmental education] more effective.” (Grubb, 
2001, p. 4) 
 Though Gerlaugh et al. (2007) purported evaluations can demonstrate that 
developmental education programs help students prepare for higher level college work, 
Brothen and Wiambach (2004) noted that one of the biggest debates is whether 
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developmental education assists students in obtaining a degree. Levin & Calcagno (2007) 
stated, “There is …little definitive evidence on the effectiveness of remedial courses and 
practices on persistence to graduation, quality of performance in subsequent courses, 
grade point average, and so on in the relevant literature” (p. 4). Grubb (2001) remarked, 
“many studies focus on completion rates and do not provide evidence on how 
developmental education has helped students ‘get along with their lives’” (p. 2). Davis 
(1999) stated,  
If community colleges are to truly become learning colleges as defined by 
O’Banoin (1997), and continue receiving operational funding they desperately 
need from the state legislatures, it behooves them to find ways to do the research 
that might show how effective developmental education programs are in: (a) 
raising students’ academic ability up to college-level; (b) enabling students to 
persist through competition of their courses; and (c) retaining students until they 
reach their educational objectives. (p. 18) 
Challenges 
 A number of challenges impair the gathering of adequate data on the effectiveness 
of developmental education. Mundhenk (2004) noted that the collecting and analyzing 
responsibility of assessment tends to reside in institutional research departments, and 
these departments often do not have the staff or funding to conduct extensive research. 
The diversity and mobility of students who enroll in the community college make it 
difficult to conduct studies of cohorts (Mundhenk, 2004). Similarly, studies need students 
with similar academic preparedness and backgrounds for comparison purposes in order to 
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determine the causal relationship between educational attainments and participation in 
remediation (Levin & Calcagno, 2007). Establishing matched pairs is an additional 
challenge.  
 A number of researchers (e.g. Spann, 2000a; Grubb, 2001; Simpson, 2002; 
McCabe, 2003; Arendale, 2005; Perin, 2005) have suggested comprehensive approaches 
to assist in the remediation of developmental education evaluation practices. Grubb 
(2001) identified two types of evaluation activities useful for developmental education: 
One is the program level, where information about a particular instructor – 
completion rates, assessment of academic progress, subsequent progress through 
the college and peer observation – could diagnose what is going well and badly… 
A second level includes formal evaluations carried out at the institutional level or 
the state or national level. These can be more complex, with control or 
comparison groups, and can follow students over longer periods of time; their 
purpose is not to improve the practice of specific instructor, but to assess 
institutional and state policy, the overall effects of remedial education, and the 
effectiveness of different approaches. (p. 3) 
Most researchers’ suggestions were similar to those of Levin and Calcagno (2007) who 
noted that identifying what works in developmental education requires a systematic 
approach that incorporates the various intervention techniques along with data on the 
background of participating students. McCabe (2003) recommended, “Developmental 
education must continuously evaluate results as a basis for improvement. The task of 
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developmental education is especially difficult, and unrelenting attention to improvement 
is essential” (p. 39). However, Dwyer, Millett, & Payne (2006) noted, 
Postsecondary education today is not driven by hard evidence. Consequently, our 
current state of knowledge about effectiveness of a college education is limited. 
The lack of a culture oriented toward evidence of specific student outcomes 
hampers informed decision making by institutions, by students and their families, 
and by the future employers of college graduates. (p. 1) 
Achieving the Dream  
 Achieving the Dream stresses the importance of using research and data to better 
understand and serve underserved students (Community College Research Center, 2005).  
Participating colleges collect and analyze longitudinal data on student 
achievement along with other information that will help them identify factors that 
facilitate or hinder students’ academic progress. From these efforts, colleges are 
expected to assess what is happening on their campuses in an open, 
straightforward, and rigorous way and to make lasting changes in their operations 
and culture. (Brock et al., p. ES-1) 
Participating institutions pay specific attention to and document the percentages of low-
income students and students of color (MDC Inc., 2004), and agree to “use data to drive 
strategies, monitor progress and evaluate outcomes” (Achieving the Dream, 2005, p. 1). 
Conclusion 
 Developmental education is a continuum of courses and services designed to help 
underprepared students meet their goals. As the size and diversity of the population of 
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developmental education students at the community colleges grows, so will the courses 
and services needed. With growing needs and shrinking funding, community colleges 
must implement evaluation practices to ensure that developmental education services not 
only retain remedial students from assessment through completion of the developmental 
program, but also ensure that these students are prepared to meet these successive goals: 
success in college level courses, a college degree, certificate, or appropriate training, and 
fulfilling careers. Achieving the Dream is an example of an initiative helping 
participating community colleges to facilitate the practice of data based decision making. 
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CHAPTER THREE  
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this research was to gain an understanding of how GTCC, as an 
Achieving the Dream institution, implemented data based decision making processes to 
facilitate student success in developmental education. The goal of this research was to 
identify structures that were created to guide and support Achieving the Dream, the 
planning and evaluation of strategies in developmental education, how the institution was 
creating a culture of evidence (a requirement for Achieving the Dream institutions) that 
facilitated data based decision making in developmental education, and related successes 
and strategies.  
 This chapter discusses how the researcher employed basic interpretive qualitative 
research methods to explore the phenomenon. A case study approach allowed the 
researcher the flexibility to explore many aspects of this initiative through interviews, 
observations, and review of documents. This chapter identifies the benefits of qualitative 
methods along with the limitations.  
  Data based decision making is an integral element of an institution’s participation 
in Achieving the Dream. Three general questions were used to guide the exploration of 
Achieving the Dream, resulting initiatives, and data based decision making at GTCC. 
 What structures were created at Guilford Technical Community College to 
guide and support Achieving the Dream planning, the implementation of 
strategies, and evaluation for developmental education? 
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 How is Guilford Technical Community College creating a “culture of 
evidence”: data based decision making in the developmental education 
program? 
 What related challenges and successes has Guilford Technical Community 
College experienced in the developmental education program? 
Unit of Analysis 
Guilford Technical Community College  
 North Carolina’s GTCC, founded in 1958 as Guilford Industrial Education 
Center, has campuses in Jamestown, Greensboro, High Point, the Aviation Center at the 
Piedmont Triad International Airport, and the Small Business Center. GTCC currently 
enrolls 14,112 students in curriculum programs and 27,542 students in continuing 
education programs and basic skills (GTCC, 2008a).  
Research Design 
 Mertens (2005) described qualitative research as “a situated activity that locates 
the observer in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make 
the world visible. These practices transform the world” (p. 229). Denzin and Lincoln 
(2000) stated qualitative research as “a set of interpretive activities” difficult to clearly 
define because it has no distinct paradigm or theory of its own (p. 6).  
 Qualitative research is naturalistic. Naturalistic inquiry of qualitative studies is 
always executed in a phenomena’s natural setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Qualitative 
research minimizes the role of structure within the study to maximize an understanding of 
“naturally occurring phenomena in their natural occurring state” (Patton, 1990, p. 41). 
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The setting is not manipulated, the environment is not controlled, and the outcomes have 
no predetermined constraints, allowing the researcher to study “real-world situations as 
they unfold naturally” (Patton, 1990, p. 40).  Mertens (2005) stated, “Researchers study 
things in their natural setting, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in 
terms of the meaning people bring to them” (p. 229).   
 A basic interpretive qualitative research design was used in this study. Basic 
interpretive qualitative research focuses on “a particular time and in a particular context” 
(Merriam, 2002, p. 4) allowing the researcher to understand the situation observed and 
the experience of the people involved. As the researcher explores the phenomenon, 
process, and perspectives, s/he can identify recurring patterns and themes (Merriam, 
2002).  This basic interpretive qualitative study examined the information shared in 
interviews and during observations conducted through a case study approach.  
The Case Study 
 Many methods and approaches fall within the category of qualitative research: 
“case study, politics and ethics, participatory inquiry, interviewing, participant 
observation, visual methods, and interpretive analysis” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 2). 
This researcher employed a case study approach for this study. The case study was used 
as an interpretive instrument to explain the phenomenon under study (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985).  
 Merriam (2002) described the case study as “an intensive description and analysis 
of a phenomenon or social unit such as an individual, group, institution or community” 
(p. 8). Patton (1990) noted case studies are useful when one wants an in-depth 
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understanding of “some special people, particular problem, or unique situation” from rich 
situations in which “a great deal can be learned from a few exemplars of the phenomenon 
in question” (p.54). Lincoln and Guba (1985) remarked that case studies are ideal for 
providing thick descriptions that portray specific phenomena allowing the reader a 
vicarious experience into the situation enabling the transferability of findings. 
Strengths and Limitations 
 Several concerns surface with implementation of the case study with regard to its 
limited focus. Though researchers employ the case study design to unearth in-depth detail 
about a specific group or program, case studies are said to be too small to allow for 
confident generalizations (Patton, 1990; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Patton (1990) noted, 
“Observational data are often constrained by the limited sample of program activities 
actually observed” (p. 244-245). In addition, program documents may be incomplete, 
inaccurate, or contain only positive aspects of the program.  
 The researcher’s interaction throughout the study brings about additional 
limitation. When a group or individuals know they are being observed, there is an 
increased likelihood that they may behave out of character and that the presence of the 
observer affect the situation in unknown ways (Patton, 1990). In addition, the 
researcher’s tacit knowledge and values affect every inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and 
the researcher’s selective perception, personal bias, anxiety, politics, anger, or lack of 
awareness may distort data (Patton, 1990). Merriam (2002) noted, “The human 
instrument has shortcomings and biases that may impact on the study. Rather than trying 
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to eliminate these biases or ‘subjectivities,’ it is important to identify them and monitor 
them as to how they may be shaping the collection and interpretation of data” (p. 5).  
 Patton (1990) identified several strengths of qualitative research that support the 
use of the case study approach in this study. Qualitative studies allow greater attention to 
be given to settings, complexities, nuances, interdependencies, idiosyncrasies, and 
context. Qualitative methods allow for the discovery of what is happening and 
verification of that which is discovered.  Last, “by using a variety of sources and 
resources, the evaluator-observer can build on the strengths of each type of data 
collection while minimizing the weaknesses of any one approach” (p.245). 
Procedures and Data Collection 
 “Qualitative methods are particularly oriented toward exploration, discovery, and 
inductive logic” (Patton, 1990, p. 44).  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) noted that qualitative 
studies use an array of empirical materials collected and studied in order to portray 
problematic and routine meaning and moments in individuals’ lives. Merriam (2002) 
identified three major sources for collecting data for a qualitative study: “interviews, 
observations, and documents” (p. 12). Patton (1990) elaborated,   
What people say is a major source of qualitative data, whether what they say is 
obtained verbally through an interview or in written form through document 
analysis or survey responses. There are limitations, however, to how much can be 
learned from what people say. To understand fully the complexities of many 
situations, direct participation in and observation of the phenomenon of interest 
may be the best research method. (p. 25) 
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This researcher used interviews, observations, and document review to obtain 
information and develop an understanding of the phenomena under study.   
Interviews 
 The researcher conducted 23 interviews with individuals involved in 
implementing and supporting data based decision making impacting student success in 
the developmental program at GTCC.  Naturalistic sampling allowed the researcher to 
select interviewees to maximize access to pertinent information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Interviewees included the lead administrator for Achieving the Dream at the college, the 
President, the Achieving the Dream coach and the data facilitator assigned to the college, 
members of the Achieving the Dream Management Team, the Director of Institutional 
Research and Planning, developmental education faculty, and implementers and 
facilitators of Achieving the Dream strategies. Open-ended questions allowed the 
researcher to obtain raw data from interviewees that expressed “depth of emotions, the 
ways they have organized their world, their thoughts about what is happening, their 
experiences, and their basic perceptions” (Patton, 1990, p.24).  
 The three research questions guided interviews and participants were asked to 
give examples of data based decision making, culture of evidence, and related successes 
and challenges taking place in developmental education as well as examples within the 
larger institution that may influence developmental education. Participants were provided 
with information on the purpose of the study and a list of the questions. Additional 
questions were used when necessary to prompt examples. Interviewees were assured 
confidentiality.  
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Observations 
 “When observation is used in conjunction with interviewing, the term field work 
or field study is sometimes used” (Merriam, 2002, p. 13). To conduct fieldwork, the 
researcher enters the setting under study, spends time making first hand observations of 
interactions and activities and sometimes engages in activities as “participant observer” 
(Patton, 1990, p. 10). Though most observation for research focuses on planned activities 
that identify program implementation (what happens in a program and what people do), 
observations of unstructured activities provide an opportunity for the researcher to hear 
participants exchange views and discuss their experiences in the program (Patton, 1990).     
Documents 
 The researcher reviewed current and historic documents about Achieving the 
Dream at GTCC, data based decision making practices, and Achieving the Dream 
initiatives. These documents included meetings notes, planning documents, program and 
activity descriptions, and progress reports identifying the impact on student success. 
Information on non Achieving the Dream initiatives in the Developmental Education 
Division was also made available. 
Trustworthiness 
 The results of qualitative studies come into question because they are seen as too 
subjective largely due to the necessary personal contact between the researcher and those 
in the study and the role of the researcher as data collector and interpreter (Patton, 1990). 
Therefore, Patton (1990) contends, “The validity and reliability of qualitative data depend 
to a great extent on the methodological skill, sensitivity, and integrity of the researcher” 
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(p. 11). Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted that trustworthiness is crucial for building 
validity and ensured through the practice of credibility (activities including prolonged 
engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, 
referential adequacy, and member checking), transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability conducted continually throughout a study. This researcher partook in these 
activities in an attempt to maintain trustworthiness of the data collected.   
Credibility  
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) compared credibility to internal validity. Credibility 
increases the likelihood that a study will produce “credible findings and interpretations” 
(p. 301).  Mertens (2005) stated, “The credibility test asks if here is a correspondence 
between the way the respondents actually perceive social constructs and the way the 
researcher portrays their viewpoints” (p. 254). Several techniques increase the credibility:  
activities including prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer 
debriefing, negative case analysis, referential adequacy, and member checking.  
Prolonged Engagement  
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) define prolonged engagement as “the investment of 
sufficient time to achieve certain purposes: learning the ‘culture,’ testing for 
misinformation introduced by distortions either o the self or of the respondents, and 
building trust” (p. 301). Merriam (2002) recommends that the researcher be engaged in 
the collection of data long enough to acquire depth in understanding the phenomenon. 
Patton (1990) remarked, “Field work should last long enough to get the job done – to 
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answer the research questions being asked and to fulfill the purpose of the study” (Patton, 
1990, p. 214). 
Persistent Observation  
 Persistent observation assists the researcher to identify characteristics and 
elements that are most relevant to the situation under study and to focus on those 
elements in detail (Lincoln and Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba recommended, “The term 
of observation must be sufficiently long so that these more salient factor can, first, be 
identified, and then, systematically studied for a sufficient period that their influence (the 
way they engage in mutual shaping) can be assessed” (p. 192). 
Triangulation 
 In a triangulation strategy, the researcher collects data from a variety of sources 
(Patton, 1990) such as “interviews, observations and document analysis” (Merriam, 2002, 
p. 25).  Triangulation increases validity and credibility because the researcher does not 
rely too much on any one method or data source (Patton, 1990). The activity of 
triangulation includes 
(1) comparing observational data with interview data; (2) comparing what people 
say in public with what they say in private; (3) checking for the consistency of 
what people say over time; and (4) comparing the perspectives of people from 
different points of view – staff views, client views, funder views, and views 
expressed by people outside the program. It means validating information 
obtained through interviews by checking program documents and other written 
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evidence that can cooberate what interview respondents said. (Patton, 1990, p. 
467) 
Peer Debriefing 
 Lincoln and Guba (1985) described peer debriefing as “exposing oneself to a 
disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of 
exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain only implicit within the 
inquirers’ mind” (p. 308). The purpose of such debriefing, from the credibility point of 
view, is to keep the researcher honest by exposing and exploring the researcher’s biases.    
Negative Case Analysis 
 The object of negative case analysis is to refine continuously a hypothesis until it 
“accounts for all known cases without exception” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 309). 
Mertens (2005) noted, “Working hypothesizes can be revised based on the discovery of 
cases that do not fit” (p. 254).    
 Referential Adequacy 
 Referential adequacy requires the collection of additional material from 
interviews, observations and documents that is withheld from immediate analysis and 
used when the study is completed to test the confidence of constructs identified by the 
researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
Member Checking 
 Member checking is an informal and formal activity that takes place throughout a 
study. Member checking contributes to validity because the researcher checks with the 
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participants of the study asking them to comment on interpretations (Merriam, 2002). 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) described member checking as the activity   
whereby data, analytic categories, interpretations, and conclusions are tested with 
members of those stake holding groups from whom the data were originally 
collected, is the most crucial techniques for establishing credibility… (p. 314). 
Differences are negotiated, agreed upon, or noted in the study report (Lincoln & Guba). 
 Credibility can be established through many activities. This researcher 
implemented prolonged engagement, persistent observation, peer debriefing, 
triangulation, and member checking to augment findings.  
Transferability 
 Qualitative studies focus on a small group of people or a specific environment 
making it impossible to demonstrate the applicability of findings to other populations or 
situations (Shenton, 2004).  It becomes the researcher’s responsibility to provide enough 
rich, in-depth information about the fieldwork to enable he reader to determine the extent 
of transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Shenton (2004) noted, “After perusing the 
description within the research report of the context in which the work was undertaken, 
readers must determine how far they can be confident in transferring to other situations 
the results and conclusions presented” (p. 70).  
Dependability 
 Dependability can be ensured with detailed reporting of the study’s processes so 
that (1) future researchers can repeat the study and obtain similar results, (2) the reader is 
assured proper techniques were practiced, and (3) the reader understands the methods 
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employed and their effectiveness (Shenton, 2004). Shenton suggested the sections within 
the reporting text be devoted to  
a) the research design and its implementation, describing what was planned and 
executed on a strategic level;  
b) the operational detail of data gathering, addressing the minutiae of what was 
done in the field; and  
c) reflective appraisal of the project, evaluating the effectiveness of the process of 
inquiry undertaken.  (p. 71-72) 
Confirmability    
 The activity of confirmability includes “steps must be taken to help ensure as far 
as possible that the work’s findings are the result of the experiences and ideas of the 
informants, rather than the characteristics and preferences of the researcher” (Shenton, 
2004, p. 72). A confirmability audit trail is used to demonstrate that the data collected is 
representative of the study and not from the researcher’s imagination (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985). Other techniques include triangulation and keeping a reflexive journal.  
 In conclusion, Patton (1990) warned, “There is no simple formula or close-cut 
rules about how to do a credible, high-quality analysis” (p. 477). The task of the 
researcher is to do his or her best to make sense of the data collected by returning to it 
repeatedly, questioning whether explanations, constructs, categories, and interpretations 
accurately reveal the nature of the phenomena.  
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Data Collection 
 Data from observations, interviews, and documents were collected in the form of 
field notes. Patton (1990) noted that field notes also contain “the observer’s own feelings, 
reactions to the experience, and reflections about personal meaning and significance to 
the observer of what has occurred” (p. 241).  
 The researcher obtained permission from GTCC to conduct this study and collect 
data in the methods previously described. The researcher remained at GTCC from 
January 2008– May 2008, coordinating and conducting interviews, attending campus 
events and meetings, and reading literature about data based decision making initiatives, 
activities, and processes. Field notes were kept private and stored in a safe location. 
During interviews, the researcher followed the confidentiality protocol required by the 
University of Texas at Austin including the use of consent forms and holding interviews 
in locations that allowed for privacy.   
Data Analysis 
 According to Merriam (2002), “data analysis is simultaneous with data 
collection” (p. 14) taking place during each interview, observation, and document review 
and allowing the researcher to make adjustments to the study and to test emerging 
themes, concepts, and categories against subsequent data. Patton (1990) described the 
process of analysis as organizing “voluminous raw data…into readable narrative 
description with major themes, categories, and illustrative case examples extracted 
through content analysis” (p. 10). These activities of inductive data analysis assisted the 
researcher in “making sense” of the data collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 202). The 
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analysis from this study contains rich descriptions and direct quotes that portray to the 
reader the depth and breadth of activities at GTCC that support data based decision 
making and the building of a culture of evidence that supports student success.   
Summary 
 The purpose of this study was to uncover data based decision making processes 
employed to increase student success at GTCC. This study used rigorous qualitative case 
study research that employed interviews, observations, and document reviews uncovering 
the creation and implementation of a culture of evidence. Practices to ensure 
trustworthiness were discussed in this chapter along with data collection and analysis 
activities.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this research was to explore Guilford Technical Community 
College’s commitment to establishing a culture of evidence that guides decision making 
to facilitate student success in developmental education. The goal of this research was to 
identify structures that were created to guide and support Achieving the Dream, the 
planning and evaluation of strategies in developmental education, how the institution was 
creating a culture of evidence (a requirement for Achieving the Dream institutions) that 
facilitated data based decision making in developmental education, and related successes 
and challenges. This researcher conducted interviews, reviewed pertinent literature, and 
attended relevant meetings during a four month internship at GTCC.  
Background Information 
Developmental Education at GTCC  
  In 2004, GTCC separated Developmental Education from the Division of Arts 
and Sciences and created the Division of Developmental Education. The institution hired 
a division chair to provide leadership, and developmental reading, English, and math 
became departments within the division, each with a faculty chair. Enrollment in 
developmental education increased during the first three years of Achieving the Dream  
(see Table 1).  
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Table 1    
Headcount in Developmental Education at Guilford Technical Community 
College 
Academic Year Unduplicated Headcount 
2005-2006 3887 
2006-2007 3886 
2007-2008 4153 
(Guilford Technical Community College Office of 
Institutional Research and Planning, 2008)  
 
 The Division of Developmental Education offered three levels of developmental 
English and a composition strategies lab, three levels of developmental reading, four 
levels of developmental mathematics, six courses for those studying English as a second 
language, and four academic related courses (student success courses using the prefix 
ACA) (GTCC, 2008). 
 GTCC assessed all students who did not have transferable college courses in 
English and Math, previous college experience, or appropriate SAT/ACT score or other 
comparable placement scores (GTCC, n.d). The COMPASS assessment tool was used to 
evaluate students’ skills in English, reading, and math. Those scoring below the 
minimum level determined by the state (scores required in order to enroll in college level 
English, reading, and mathematics courses) were required to enroll in developmental 
education courses. However, some academic departments allowed students enrolled in 
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developmental education courses to enroll also in specific curriculum courses (GTCC, 
2007a). In developmental math and English courses, faculty used an additional test when 
they questioned the correct placement of students. At least one division required all 
students pursuing a major in their area to enroll in an academic related student success 
course specifically geared toward students in that division. This student success course 
was a requirement of these students whether or not they placed into developmental 
education and taught prior to the program’s entry level course.  
Achieving the Dream at GTCC 
 Guilford Technical Community College began participating in Achieving the 
Dream in 2004. Low student success rates provided some direction when GTCC began 
participating in Achieving the Dream.  
Participant 2: 
We also knew from the state performance measures that we couldn’t reach the 
state retention measure. We …had been below that each year. So that gave us 
some things to start looking at when we got our Achieving the Dream grant: 
admissions and advising, retention, and serving our at-risk student population 
along with building our data capacity. 
Institutions participating in Achieving the Dream were required to identify student 
populations that experienced low rates of success, implement or develop interventions to 
improve those rates, and measure the change in student success (MDC Inc., 2006). GTCC 
used the general term “at-risk” to describe the population they would address and within 
that category were students in developmental education.   
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 In the original proposal for Achieving the Dream, GTCC identified five 
measurable changes that they intended to achieve after the five-year grant period, two of 
which focused specifically on developmental education students:   
 The graduation rate will improve from its 5-year average of 13.3% to 20%. 
 The fall-to-fall retention rate of all students will improve from 56% as 
measured in the state performance measures to the state standard 60%.   
 The fall-to-fall retention rate of developmental education students as 
measured in cohort data will improve from 49% to 55%.  
 The percentage of developmental education students who are taking college-
level only courses after one year (fall-to-fall) will increase from 32% to 40% 
fall to fall as measured by the cohort data. [italics added] 
 The success rate in gateway courses will increase 4%, 2% in each two-year 
period, and 2% among students by gender (black males are our most at-risk 
group). (Ritter, 2008) 
In 2007, the goals were adjusted to: 
 The 5-year Graduation Rate will improve from 13.3% to 20% as measured by 
the GTCC Curriculum Scorecard. 
 The fall-to-fall retention rate of all students will improve from 60% to the 
state standard of 65% as measured in the state performance measures. 
 The fall-to-fall retention rate of developmental education students as 
measured in cohort data will improve from 49% to 55%.  
 The percentage of developmental education students who satisfy 
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developmental education requirements by the end of the second fall term will 
increase from 30% to 40% as measured by the cohort data. [italics added] 
 The success rate in GTCC gateway courses will increase 4% (from 61% to 
65%) as measured by the GTCC Curriculum Scorecard. (Ritter, 2008) 
 GTCC identified strategies for addressing the needs of the larger at-risk 
population and specific initiatives for intervention with developmental educational 
population. Participant 14 noted, “We have had a lot of strategies through Achieving the 
Dream that involve developmental ed because that is where the high risk students are.” 
Examples of Achieving the Dream initiatives specifically for developmental education 
included learning communities and tied courses, a course taught over two semesters, 
supplemental instruction (SI), walk-in math lab and self-paced math courses, mentoring, 
and enhanced student success courses.   
 In addition to increasing student success, Achieving the Dream expected 
participating institutions to institute data based decision making building a culture of 
inquiry, evidence, and accountability within the institution (MDC Inc., 2006). A guide for 
Achieving the Dream institutions expressed this expectation: 
Institutions should make decisions and allocate resources based on evidence of 
what is working and what is not. A data-driven decision-making process is most 
effective when administrators, faculty and staff across the institution examine 
evidence and engage in frank discussions about outcomes for different student 
populations. The college then sets measurable goals for improvement and uses 
data to assess its progress. (MDC Inc., 2006) 
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Findings 
 Three questions guided this research:  
 What structures were created at Guilford Technical Community College to 
guide and support Achieving the Dream planning, the implementation of 
strategies, and evaluation for developmental education? 
 How is Guilford Technical Community College creating a “culture of 
evidence”: data based decision making in the developmental education 
program? 
 What related successes and challenges has Guilford Technical Community 
College experienced in the developmental education program? 
 The next three sections of this chapter answer the three main questions of this 
study. Question one identifies college committees responsible for supporting Achieving 
the Dream. Question two identifies other college entities facilitating a culture of 
evidence. Question three identifies related successes and challenges including progress 
toward the benchmarks used to indicate student success and the status of specific 
initiatives.  Quotes from interviews were selected for this document to illustrate the 
findings and have undergone minor editing to increase readability. 
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QUESTION ONE 
What structures were created at GTCC to guide and support Achieving the Dream 
planning, the implementation of strategies, and evaluation in developmental education? 
Committees Guiding and Supporting Achieving the Dream  
 A number of committees provided guidance and support for Achieving the Dream 
planning, the implementation of strategies, and evaluation at GTCC. The institution 
created two new committees to provide leadership for Achieving the Dream: the Core 
Team and the Achieving the Dream Management Team. Though no one committee was 
created specifically for Achieving the Dream developmental education initiatives, 
Achieving the Dream initiatives did address the needs of the developmental student 
population specifically and within initiatives for the larger at-risk population at the 
institution. 
 The two new teams that provided leadership were The Core Team and an 
Achieving the Dream Management Team. Representation from the Division of 
Developmental Education was included in the membership of both teams. 
Participant 14:  
From the very beginning, we included developmental ed in the core team and [the 
Achieving the Dream Management Team]. The reason for that is we very quickly 
realized that the high risk students that Achieving the Dream wanted us to focus 
on generally ended up in developmental ed first.  
The Achieving the Dream Management Team charged several GTCC standing 
committees to support Achieving the Dream for several reasons including the fact that 
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these committees already had some responsibilities relevant to the Achieving the Dream 
mission and that including their participation immediately integrated Achieving the 
Dream into the college structure. At the time of this research, these additional committees 
were the Learning Evidence Committee (LEC), the Institutional Effectiveness Committee 
(IEC), and the Student Success Action Committee (SSAC). Representatives from the 
Division of Developmental Education participated in these committees. The Data Source 
Group also was created to assist the program.  
Core Team 
 Membership of the Core Team included representation from across the college 
including the President, two members of the Board of Trustees, the Director of 
Organizational Development, the Coordinator of Grantswriting, Dean of the High Point 
Campus, Vice President of Continuing Education, and members of the Achieving the 
Dream Management Team: the Vice President of Educational Support Services, Director 
of Institutional Research and Planning, Associate Vice Presidents of Instruction, the 
Division Chair of Developmental Education, the Division Chair of Arts and Sciences, the 
Dean of Students, and the Coordinator of Academic Advising. The Core Team provided 
guidance to Achieving the Dream, worked on policy, and communicated directly with the 
College’s Board of Trustees. Responsibilities of the Core Team were to: 
 Lead a process for setting institutional priorities, goals and strategies. 
 Identify existing values, assumptions, structures and systems at the College 
that both nurture and impede students success. 
 Consider leverage points to improve student outcomes. 
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 Engage students, faculty, staff, and community in dialogue about where we 
are now and where we want to go from here. 
 Ensure that strategies are aligned with the college budget and strategic plan. 
 Provide leadership to spread a culture of inquiry, reflection, and commitment 
to student success throughout the College. (Smith, 2004, p. 16-18)  
Achieving the Dream Management Team 
 Membership of the Achieving the Dream Management Team included the Vice 
President of Educational Support Services, Director of Institutional Research and 
Planning, Associate Vice Presidents of Instruction, the Division Chair of Developmental 
Education, the Division Chair of Arts and Sciences, the Dean of Student Support 
Services, and the Coordinator of Advising. These members also served on the Core 
Team. The Achieving the Dream Management Team developed the original Achieving 
the Dream proposal and presented it to the Core Team for final approval. The Achieving 
the Dream Management Team provided leadership for Achieving the Dream initiatives, 
gave presentations about Achieving the Dream to GTCC and to external groups, managed 
the current grant, met with the coach and data based facilitator, and looked for new 
resources. This team also produced yearly progress reports for the Achieving the Dream 
national office.  
 A member of the Achieving the Dream Management Team referred to the 
committee as the “decision making group” and a discussion on upcoming tasks for the 
Team confirmed that role.  
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Participant 2:  
Next week, we are having a meeting of our management team… What I have … 
in mind …is let’s look at what we started: see how it is doing, decide if we need 
to continue it or drop it, decide if we need to change it or improve it or enrich it 
and use some of our final year money to do that, and to try to make the data look 
– to try to improve the outcome, and to set priorities for that year. How do we 
internalize, institutionalize some of the changes that we were making? … On the 
data side, we need to develop some cost benefit analysis for some of the things 
we’ve done in my opinion and prioritize those things. Learning communities 
particularly are so expensive for us to do, and that has been expensive. We have 
used a lot of the Achieving the Dream money to do that. So, can we continue it 
can we get enough going with the initial year? Can we find, do some cost benefit 
stuff to show that it is worth it? Can we retain, can we come up with some kind of 
measure how much a retained student compares with a new student in terms of 
costs? Everybody talks about it and tentatively, but I haven’t seen anyone that has 
actually done it. So, I think we need to do that. 
Interviews and observations at the college corroborated the responsibility of decision 
making and leadership held by the Achieving the Dream Management Team.  
Learning Evidence Committee 
 The Learning Evidence Committee (LEC) assumed responsibility as the data team 
for Achieving the Dream. This committee was comprised of 24 representatives from the 
faculty, student services, and administration and was led by the Director of Institutional 
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Research and Planning (IRP). The LEC was charged to “focus on analysis of evidence of 
student success, that learning outcomes are systematically identified, and that progress on 
achieving them is assessed” and “monitor improvements made as a result of those 
assessments” (Smith, 2004, p. 24). Specific steps included:  
 Examine quantitative data. 
 Develop a candid analysis of where we are now. 
 Present findings to the IEC and Core Team as to where we are performing 
well and where we need to improve. 
 Seek input (qualitative data) from students, staff, and faculty to identify 
strengths and weaknesses of current college policies, structures, and services 
in promoting student success. (Smith, 2004, p. 20-21) 
 Monthly group meetings, led by the Director of IRP, provided time for open 
discussion as well as structured small group activities designed to guide the committee to 
“dig deeper” in an examination and analysis of student success data and data from 
Achieving the Dream initiatives. Questions guiding small group discussions asked the 
group to identify results that confirmed what they already knew and results that were not 
expected, to compare findings on different student populations, and to list ideas for 
improving less desirable findings.   
Participant 2:    
They look in detail and [the Director of IRP] has charts and proposals for them 
every month for them to analyze. And, then, one of the things they do is ask her 
for additional information that will fill in their knowledge of what they have seen 
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or what they have got so far and advise her on what else would shed light on the 
topic... They have looked at all of the CCSSE data pretty much in depth. Plus, 
they looked at our performance measures data which include retention, 
graduation, licensure success… surveys of graduates and non returning students, a 
lot of the stuff we collected regularly. They started cutting and dicing that and 
trying analyze what the definitions ought to be as opposed to actually were and 
what difference that would make and asked, “If we went this way what would it 
show?” “If we changed the base population what would it show?” In other words, 
if you included special credit students or didn’t, if we included or looked at it 
from technical or arts and sciences, if we looked at it from new students, black, 
white, gender differences and so forth. So …they get the actual data and they sift 
through an hour and half meeting and they pore over it and they talk about what it 
means. Several areas have then taken it back to their departments and used it for 
departmental meeting to come up with policy issues and then also to focus in on 
weak teaching areas. They have asked for grade distributions by program and by 
instructor so that they could look at things like adjuncts verses full time, night 
verses day, small classes verses larger classes – a lot of different ways to cut that 
data to see and try to determine what factors are more successful than others. 
 Through data analysis, the LEC assessed the effectiveness of initiatives and the 
assessment techniques used, assisted with the identification of benchmarks, and made 
recommendations based on their findings. Specific areas of attention included reviewing 
CCSSE (Community College Survey of Student Engagement) data to determine how the 
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finding could be indicators of success in Achieving the Dream initiatives, analyzing data 
on Achieving the Dream initiatives, and creating a “Curriculum Scoreboard” (a tool for 
monitoring progress on student success indicators of goal completion, graduation rate, 
employer satisfaction, and fall-to-fall persistence and other characteristics). The LEC was 
responsible for reporting its findings on success and suggestions for improvement to the 
Institutional Effectiveness Committee and individuals responsible for an initiative under 
analysis.  
Institutional Effectiveness Council  
 The Institutional Effectiveness Council (IEC) functioned as the college’s planning 
council and also was charged to integrate Achieving the Dream into the college functions. 
The Vice President for Educational Support Services led this committee comprised of 38 
representatives from the faculty, student services, administration, and the student 
government. The IEC was charged to:  
 Explore and develop strategies based on the culture of evidence. 
 Present recommendations for change to the Core Team. (Smith, 2004, p. 26) 
Another major function of the Council was to disseminate their findings and related 
information to the college through the membership. Participant 2 noted that the IEC 
included Achieving the Dream and its goals for student success into the college’s 
strategic plan as critical issue number one.  
Student Success Action Committee 
 The Student Success Action Committee was charged to take responsibility as the 
policy team for Achieving the Dream. This committee, comprised of 28 representatives 
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from the faculty, student services, and administration, had been led by the Division Chair 
for Public Safety. The Student Success Action Committee’s responsibilities were to: 
 Review College policies and procedures. 
 Identify policies/procedures that impede student success. 
 Recommend changes to the Core Team and President’s Council… 
 Review and recommend changes in policies, procedures, and processes that 
affect access to the college and its programs; retention in courses; persistence 
from term to term, year to year, and to program completion; and attainment of 
student goals and identified competencies. (Smith, 2004, slides 30-31) 
 This committee had focused on enrollment management. However, the Achieving 
the Dream Management Team requested the recently appointed chair to turn the attention 
of the committee toward identifying other college policies that may impede student 
success.   
Data Source Group 
 The Data Source Group was a short-term committee of Management Information 
Systems staff members and other individuals responsible for collecting and processing 
data at the college. The team created a system for deriving data from the college’s 
database allowing for the analysis of Achieving the Dream student cohorts and other 
similar projects.  The group continued to provide support for data analysis as needed. 
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QUESTION TWO 
How was GTCC creating a “culture of evidence” facilitating data based decision making 
in developmental education? 
Entities Facilitating a Culture of Evidence 
 Three entities facilitated data based decision making contributing to a culture of 
evidence at the institution and developmental education: 1) the college’s strategic 
planning system, 2) an involved institutional research and planning department, and 3) 
Achieving the Dream. 
The Strategic Planning System   
 GTCC’s strategic planning system was a comprehensive process in which the use 
of data played a key role in decision making and fund allocation at the institution. This 
college wide strategic planning process required each department to analyze and report 
data to show progress on the previous year’s goals. In addition, data and analysis were 
provided by most planning units when proposing new goals and requesting funds for the 
coming year.  
Participant 2:  
This is another source of our existing source of data. Our planning process is set 
up with program review and planning at the same time. Basic data about each unit 
has to be completed and then the planning process is to look at those data, do a 
SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, threats) spot exercise and then from 
that should come your objectives for the year.  
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The GTCC Manual for Institutional Planning and Evaluation described the expectation 
of data in the planning process:  
The planning process encompasses several processes, which must be going on 
concurrently. These include: 1) review of mission, values, broad college-wide 
goals, and development of short-term college-wide strategic goals or initiatives; 
2) data collection – external analysis and environmental scanning, internal 
evaluation and assessment [italics added]; 3) development of annual planning unit 
objectives and budget requirements; and 4) implementation. These processes are 
interconnected – each feeds the others. (Smith, Ritter, Altizer, & England, 2008, 
p. 5) 
The manual also included guidelines for writing objectives: 
You can improve your ability to focus on end results by following this five-step 
procedure for writing better objectives: 
Step 1: Identify the Audience 
Who will be affected (target group)? 
Step 2: Identify the Change 
The measurable/observable change (knowledge, attitude, behavior, 
process) that will occur in the target group. 
Step 3: Identify the Measure 
How the behaviors will be observed or measured, including the 
instrument(s) to be used. 
Step 4: Identify the level of Attainment 
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Level(s) of attainment that must be met in order for your project to 
be called a success (your definition). [italics added] 
Step 5: Identify the Time-frame 
When the effects of your project will be measured. (Smith et al., 
2008, p. 12) 
 The strategic planning process was highly participatory. Though most people 
participated at the departmental level reviewing progress toward the previous year’s goals 
and planning for the coming year, representatives to IEC participated in a full review of 
all submissions for the strategic plan and voted on which initiatives to recommend for 
funding. The GTCC Management Manual stated: 
 All GTCC employees shall be involved in an annual planning process covering 
program and service areas of the institution [italics added]. The process shall 
support the goals of the college and the president’s initiatives; respond to any 
planning mandates of the General Assembly and the State Board of Community 
Colleges; and, where appropriate, address System identified goals and objectives. 
The process should include the evaluation of progress toward goals, outcomes 
assessment [italics added], awareness of trends, determination of the effects of 
technological change, and strategic positioning. The process shall require that 
decisions and plans be based on data and evaluation; that the needs of students 
and the community be recognized and considered; and that every employee shall 
have an opportunity to participate [italics added]. (GTCC, 2003, p. 1) 
The resulting recommendations became the colleges “Institutional Effectiveness Plan.” 
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 This researcher observed the strategic planning process in action. Present at these 
meetings were representatives from the planning units. Every participant received a 
notebook with copies of each planning unit’s goals, objectives, and budget requests. Each 
staff and faculty division head had an opportunity to present his/her division’s requests 
and provide additional information. Handouts providing additional data in support of 
department requests were common. 
The Office of Institutional Research and Planning 
 The Office of Institutional Research and Planning (IRP) often was identified as 
facilitating access to and analysis of data and contributing to the culture of evidence at 
the institution.  
Participant 14: 
I think we went from not having [a culture of evidence] to beginning to infuse that 
throughout college, and I have to give [the director of IRP] the credit.  
Participant 9: 
[The director of IRP] is the kind of person who in the background can provide the 
kind of data that allows the college now to take that next step forward and to look 
at data and to analyze data and to take the next steps based on the data that they 
collected. So that to me has been one of the biggest advantages and one of the 
biggest steps forward that I have seen this college take.  
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Participant 13:  
Adding some capacity within IRP helped to be able to get some data from them more 
efficiently in a manner that you can use. If you are using data that is lagged by two or 
three semesters, you have missed your chance, so to speak.  
The 2007 annual report on the Achieving the Dream grant agreed with the important role 
of the IRP:  
The success and impact of the [IRP] Office in implementing the Culture of 
Evidence is our greatest accomplishment. Use of data is firmly entrenched in the 
analysis of student success and as an indicator of the need for, and success of, 
initiatives and overall college effectiveness. We have much more data, in a much 
more usable format, than we expected to have this time last year. (Smith, 2007, p. 
8) 
 In addition to the availability and skill of IRP staff with data collection and 
interpretation, IRP worked with the Data Source Group to create a data warehouse in 
which data could be removed from the live data computer system for analysis purposes. 
This data warehouse supported the availably of regular standard reports on student 
progress and facilitated the analysis of longitudinal cohort data on students.  
Participant 13: 
The internal data warehouse and those standard reports really have helped us a lot. 
We can focus on getting that type of data analysis rather than spending all of our 
time on, over and over ...  Initially that is what we had to do because we didn’t 
have a structure in place.…In developing programs that we can run term after 
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term , _____ sat with the division chairs and let them determine what it was they 
wanted in form of a standard report that they get every single term and/or every 
year. If it is an academic report or if it is a term report it is run every term and 
putting those out on the share files where they are secure ….And these reports are 
out there, some use them and some don’t. 
 The IRP also facilitated the collection of data through resources available on the 
IRP webpage. Links provided access to information on the student population from 
various surveys conducted at the college (the graduate exit survey, graduate follow up 
survey, and non-returning student survey), reports on GTCC Performance Measures 5-
Year Trends, IPEDS Data Feedback, and results from the CCSSE and CCFSSE 
(Community College Faculty Survey of Student Engagement). Other data resources 
available through the IRP website included: 
 Survey Construction Tips and Techniques.   
 6 Phases of the Research Process.   
 Statistics Made Easy by StatSoft [an electronic statistics textbook],  
 NCHED Reporting.   
 AIR [Association for Institutional Research]. 
 NCAIR [North Carolina Association for Institutional Research]. 
 CCPRO [Community College Planning and Research Organization]. (GTCC, 
2008b) 
At the time of this study, the Director of IRP had trained several faculty members to 
access data from the college’s database and planned to increase training. In addition, the 
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Director and a faculty member were creating professional development workshops to 
teach faculty and staff how to determine the statistical significance of interventions. 
Achieving the Dream 
 A number of GTCC documents and presentations referenced the role of 
Achieving the Dream in building a culture of evidence. For example, Achieving the 
Dream’s overall goal, “Over the next four years, GTCC will develop and implement 
programs and processes that will measurably improve the success rates of all students, 
emphasizing success of underserved students” (Ritter, 2006, p. 1), included “a culture of 
evidence” and these steps: 
 Data on student progress and success will be systematically captured and 
made available for analysis. 
 Standing committees with broad-based institutional representation, including 
students, will be involved in analyzing student progress and success data on a 
regular basis. 
 Analysis of student progress and success data will be used to revise student 
development and academic policies and systems to better meet student needs. 
 Program review of instructional and non-instructional areas will incorporate 
student success data and be used to foster program improvements. 
 Academic and student development managers will be trained to analyze 
relevant data for improving services and programs. (Ritter, 2006, p. 1) 
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Introducing the role of Achieving the Dream 
 Early on, Achieving the Dream goals were shared with the full college in a 
presentation at convocation. The presentation introduced Achieving the Dream and 
discussed how GTCC would use the accompanying grant to improve student success, 
specific initiatives, and benchmarks. Also identified was how Achieving the Dream 
would contribute to an overall culture of evidence at GTCC with the following actions: 
 Develop data warehouse to enable better assessment of student success. 
 Continue to track cohorts; add to data on 2003 and 2004 cohorts. 
 Involve Learning Evidence Committee in data analysis to enable assessment 
of success of Achieving the Dream initiatives. 
 Make data widely available. 
 Administer the CCSSE for the second time. (Smith, 2005)   
Achieving the Dream identified in GTCC 2007-2009 strategic plan  
 Achieving the Dream was incorporated into the college’s 2007 -2009 strategic 
plan under “Critical Issue Number One: Improving Student Access, Success, Progress, 
and Completion. Strategic Goal 1.A. Use Achieving the Dream Funds strategically to 
support interventions that promise to promote Access, Success, Progress, and 
Completion” (GTCC, 2007, p. 3). The accountability measures for this critical issue 
identified Achieving the Dream goals and benchmarks for success in several specific 
Achieving the Dream initiatives.  
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References in the 2007 Achieving the Dream annual report  
 The 2007 annual report on the Achieving the Dream grant at GTCC remarked on 
the positive impact of implementation of the grant at the college: 
The impact on the college has been profound. The hunger for more data about 
student success and data clues about what to do to improve has resulted in greater 
demand for readily available data and ad hoc reports. Division and department 
chairs are looking in depth at courses to insure content is appropriate and teaching 
is effective. Professional development opportunities are in great demand, and 
higher level, more in depth experiences are sought out. (Smith, 2007, p. 3-4) 
This report also reflected on the positive impact of Achieving the Dream on the use of 
data to make decisions throughout the institution:  
The instructional leadership of the college has become much more actively 
engaged in analyzing data, demanding additional data, and making changes 
indicated by the data. The strategic plan is more firmly based in data. The 
Learning Evidence Committee has been actively reviewing data about the entire 
college (not only grant initiatives, but other practices as well). The result is 
increased application of data analysis to decisions about marketing programs to 
underrepresented groups, scheduling classes, requiring additional professional 
development for instructors, adding supports for students (supplemental 
instruction, mentoring) and other actions. These are just some examples of how 
Achieving the Dream is creating a data-hungry monster! (Smith, 2007, p. 4) 
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Comments on Achieving the Dream’s impact on culture of evidence  
 Several participants attributed an increase in culture of evidence to Achieving the 
Dream. 
Participant 6:   
I don’t know that if not for Achieving the Dream this attention to data would have 
happened.   
Participant 2:  
Now, I don’t claim Achieving the Dream started causing all that. I think that 
started under the previous vice president who was a very data oriented leader. 
But, no question that Achieving the Dream and trying to link that to student 
success has made them think harder about what kind of data they want to collect 
and how to look at it. But the program side, they need to, they are thinking, they 
are looking at more stuff now than they did before. They have always looked at 
enrollment and graduation, breakdowns by ethnics and gender, and so forth and 
several other aspects of licensures, license success. But now, the departments are 
looking at course success.  
Participant 13: 
If I am a division chair and I want to set some goals, and I want some quantitative 
measures then I need that same report, term, after term, after term to see how we 
are doing towards accomplishing that goal and that is something that we didn’t 
have in place before he started talking about. I think Achieving the Dream is what 
pushed that, really. 
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General Comments about a Culture of Evidence at GTCC   
 During interviews, some general comments referenced a growing culture of 
evidence at the institution.  
Participant 13: 
We have really moved. When I first came here, [IRP was] getting more requests 
for … what I would call demographic breakouts...I rarely get asked now internally 
for demographic type of break outs except around data in the initiative or project 
that is going on…What has been interesting to me to work in here is to see the 
change in the type of requests over time.  It just tells me people are asking better 
questions….Even some of our committees are now structured in a way that forces 
culture of evidence whether we like it or not.  
Participant 22: 
I think we went from not having [a culture of evidence] to beginning to infuse that 
throughout college… I think from upper management down we have done a fairly 
good job of using data about every day. Where we are not doing a good job with it 
is in the individual classrooms… actually looking at data for individual instructors 
and talking about what their success rates are and what they need to do to make 
their success rates higher. We will not have a true culture of evidence here until 
we do that college wide.  
Participant 16: 
But until we get to a point where every instructor, every full-time instructor has 
some idea of where they are on some kind of evaluation of their programs that 
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they are involved in, and what their desired goal is, then I think that is when you 
know the culture is in place… I am still supremely confident that the culture of 
evidence will take altogether and that I would figure it is going to take us another 
couple of years to get to a point where I can say, “Yeah, I can really see we are 
operating in a culture of evidence.”     
 Data based decision making illustrating a culture of evidence were identified by 
participants and the researcher in activities taking place throughout the college. The 
expanse of a culture of evidence at the institution was evident at a meeting of the Board 
of Trustees at which division chairs were asked to report on the state of their divisions. 
Each individual who spoke used data to support their decision to pursue a direction or to 
express the success of an initiative within his/her area of responsibility.   
Culture of Evidence within Developmental Education 
 Discussions about data based decision making in developmental education often 
referenced data retrieval prior to Achieving the Dream. At that time, members of 
developmental education wanted to know why their students were not successful, so they 
collected and tabulated data by hand and extracted information on students’ past 
academic experiences and grades for analysis.  
Participant 14:  
As far as the culture of evidence goes, [faculty in developmental education] were 
already doing a lot of data gathering on those students, maybe not segregated like 
Achieving the Dream wants us to do but as a cohort and they actually, I think, 
jump started the rest of the college in terms of changing attitudes towards using 
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data and looking at data to make decision because they were already doing it in 
developmental ed.   
NADE certification  
 The Division of Developmental Education made a decision to pursue NADE 
(National Association of Developmental Education) Certification.  
The NADE Certification process requires applicants to demonstrate application of 
theory, use of quality practices as defined by professional research and literature 
of the field, and analysis of baseline and comparative evaluation data to 
demonstrate the use of continuous and systematic assessment and evaluation. 
(NADE, 2008, ¶ 1) 
Requirements of certification included a self-study elaborating on data based decision 
making:    
Applicants demonstrate their use of continuous assessment to improve services 
and student learning by collecting, analyzing, and discussing at least two years of 
baseline data and at least two years of comparative data to confirm that the 
program component is constantly improving and evolving to meet its mission and 
goals. (NADE, 2008, ¶ 2)  
To ensure commitment to the decision to pursue certification, the Division Chair sent 
several faculty to NADE certification training sessions. The resulting enthusiasm was 
evident at a planning meeting observed by the researcher. Because of their previous 
research and participation in Achieving the Dream, the division felt they had a strong 
foundation upon which to build their NADE certification study.   
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QUESTION THREE 
What related successes and challenges has GTCC experienced in developmental 
education? 
Achieving the Dream Progress 
 For the Achieving the Dream grant, GTCC used the following definition of 
student success at GTCC:   
One who persists from semester to semester, progresses by meeting course 
competencies, completes educational goal(s) and/or is gainfully employed. 
(Smith, 2005, p. 8)   
Persistence was recognized as the greatest indicator of student success. 
Participant 13:  
Persistence, persistence, persistence, seems to be holding and our enrollment 
shows it.  You pull our enrollment numbers and you can tell that yes we are 
getting more new students but we are also retaining more.  I think our persistence 
overall, all of our students that we expected to come back, fall to spring, went up 
like 3% from one year to the next.  You are talking about 10,000 students that is a 
good deal of students.  
Achieving the Dream Benchmark Goals 
 The two Achieving the Dream goals focusing on developmental education student 
success were both met by 2007.  
1) The original goal:  “The fall-to-fall retention rate of developmental education 
students as measured in cohort data will improve from 49% to 55%” was met 
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when the retention rate reached 53.08 percent in 2006-2007. The 2007-2008 
cohort’s retention rate was 52 percent (Guilford Technical Community 
College Office of Institutional Research and Planning, 2008). 
2) The Achieving the Dream goal, edited slightly in 2007: “The percentage of 
developmental education students who satisfy developmental education 
requirements by the end of the second fall term will increase from 30% to 
40% as measured by the cohort data” was met in Spring 2008 when 36.3 
percent of developmental education students in the cohort enrolled in college 
level courses after a year of developmental education (Guilford Technical 
Community College Office of Institutional Research and Planning, 2008). 
Specific Achieving the Dream Initiatives in Developmental Education 
 Achieving the Dream initiatives specifically for developmental education students 
resulted in varying results of persistence and passing grades.   
Learning communities  
 Several different combinations of courses were used to offer learning 
communities for developmental education students as Achieving the Dream initiatives. 
Table 2 details success rates. Challenges included:   
 Marketing/recruiting for developmental communities 
 Advising and registering  
 Figuring out how best to fit math in a DE community 
 Deciding whether developmental communities work best when paired with 
curriculum level courses (Hunter, 2007, p. 4)  
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The instructors had begun to identify what they needed to learn in order to increase 
student success and plans for more analysis were underway. 
Table 2.  
Success in Developmental Learning Communities 
Semester  Learning 
Community 
Participant Success 
Rate 
Overall 
Departmental 
Success Rate 
Spring ‘06 RED 080 
ENG 080 
70% 
54% 
69.4%      
49.6% 
Spring ‘06 MAT 060 
RD 090 
40% 
40% 
58.9% 
67% 
Fall ‘06 RED 080 
ENG 080 
72% 
78% 
62.7% 
72.8% 
Fall ‘06 RED 090 
ENG 090 
69% 
62% 
72% 
63% 
Definitions: MAT 060 Essential Mathematics; RED 080 Introduction to College 
Reading; RD090 Improved College Reading; ENG 080 Writing Foundations; ENG 
090 Composition Strategies.  
(Hunter, 2007) 
 
Transitions learning community 
 The Transitions Learning Community (TLC) was created for students who had 
finished developmental courses. It linked freshmen English with Introduction to 
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Psychology and a student success course. The decision to offer this arrangement was 
based on discussions between developmental education and entry-level course faculty 
and a review of relevant data on student success in entry-level courses. 
Participant 12: 
[Success rates of developmental education students in entry-level courses] 
showed us that our students are still struggling … We have looked at the numbers 
of students taking psychology and English 2 or 3 times. They are dropping the 
class because it is just overwhelming for them. So, we created this learning 
community that is specifically for reading developmental student completers to 
help them that first semester out. This was created by the data that we looked at. 
This approach also used qualitative information to evaluate the students’ experiences in 
the TLC. 
Participant 7: 
We have asked students, too, in a discussion board, to comment on their 
experience with [the learning community].  At the beginning of the semester, we 
have asked them to tell us why they wanted to be involved in the learning 
community and what their first impressions were. We do that early in a semester. 
Then at the end of the semester, we ask them to describe what their experience 
was like so we have kind of a pre and post and that it is just done with their 
comments. We take that as I think pretty good evidence as to what their 
experience has been like. 
Some feedback on the discussion board resulted in a change in the textbook.  
  
80
 The 2007 annual report reviewed the success of this initiative:   
The TLC students were more successful in their English 111 course (83.3%) and 
PSY 150 course (77.8%) when compared to non-TLC students in English 111 
(60.7%) and PSY 150 (56.5%). The differences are even more pronounced when 
the success results are disaggregated by previous developmental course 
requirements: Non-TLC students who had required developmental English had an 
average success rate in ENG 111 of 56.5% and in PSY 150 of 50.5%. Non-TLC 
students who had required developmental reading had an average success rate in 
ENG 111 of 50.0% and in PSY 150 of 56.2%. Fall-to-fall persistence rate of the 
TLC was 66.7%, compared to GTCC’s overall fall-to-fall persistence rate of 
former developmental students of 50.75%. Following these TLC participants into 
spring 2007 shows that the same 66.7% are still enrolled (no one dropped). 
(Smith, 2007, p. 2) 
 Supplemental instruction 
 GTCC piloted a supplemental instruction (SI) course for a developmental math 
course. Students who had previously taken an elementary algebra developmental math 
course and then enrolled in this course had a higher success rate than elementary algebra 
repeaters who did not enroll in this option: 69% compared to 46%. Students enrolled in 
supplemental instruction who attended the supplement after the classroom sessions were 
more successful than those who did not attend supplemental sessions (Wiers, 2008). 
Additional data collected to improve SI included a survey to inquire why students did not 
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participate in SI sessions. Results from the survey and success data were used to decide to 
require participation in supplemental instruction in the spring 2008 SI course.  
Mentoring 
 In spring 2006, 22 minority men participated in the male mentoring program. One 
of the characteristics used for recruiting new students was placement into developmental 
education courses. Twenty-one men continued: 16 college level and five Adult High 
School students. Sixteen minority men with similar assessment scores were selected for 
comparison. Of the college men participating in the program, 16 continued into the fall 
semester for both the mentoring and comparison groups. A decision was made to include 
qualitative information in upcoming studies. Conversations about the program referenced 
the challenge getting minority men who can benefit from this intervention to participate 
and to find enough mentors (Participant 17). 
 On the other hand, a women’s minority mentoring program was said to have been 
very successful. Though the data shared was anecdotal at the time of this study, one 
participant reported that 27 students participated in the program in fall 2007 and persisted 
from the fall to the spring semester.  
Participant 17: 
Well, I would think that over time we can sustain these numbers. I don’t think that 
we have the data. While I can tell you anecdotally with the women that we have 
worked with, that I know that we have helped them. I think that over time, if we 
can follow this group of women that you will see that the retention will be there.   
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Success was attributed to information collected at the formation of the program that was 
used to provide direction for the intervention. For example, the women involved in the 
program identified topics for discussions, recommended times for meetings, and played a 
leadership role in the program. 
Split math course 
 A “split math course” (a developmental math course that was taught over two 
semesters) was successful. The persistence rate of students was 97 percent compared to 
72 percent of the overall student population at GTCC. Though the persistence of these 
students decreased each semester, the rate of persistence was still higher than the overall 
student population (Wiers, 2008). The offering ended because it did not comply with 
state curriculum policies. A request to the state to change the policy was denied. 
Progress in Developmental Education   
Success Rates of Developmental Students  
 Success rates declined slightly with the exception of math but enrollment in 
developmental education began to increase (see Table 3).   
Graduation Rates of Developmental Students 
 Data on three years of cohorts of developmental students showed that graduation 
rates increased by two to four percent with each year of enrollment (see Table 4).  
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Table 3. 
Success Rates of Developmental Students  
Developmental 
Courses Fall ‘05 Spring ‘06 Fall ‘06 Spring ‘07 Fall ‘07 Spring ‘08
English  62.0% 61.5% 63.6% 61.2% 60.2% 55.2% 
Reading 64.3% 67.0% 71.4% 65.0% 65.3% 62.6% 
Math  53.4% 55.8% 55.8% 56.1% 56.8% 56.8% 
Developmental 
Courses 58.8% 59.2% 61.2% 59.4% 59.6% 57.5% 
Enrollment * 2725 2080 2615 2185 2816 2281 
Definition:  Success is defined as the number of A, B, and C grades divided by the total number of seats. 
* Unduplicated headcount of students enrolled in developmental education. 
(Guilford Technical Community College Office of Institutional Research and Planning, 2008) 
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Table 4. 
Graduation Rates of Developmental Students 
  
Cohort 
Number 
3-Year 
Grad. 
Number 
3-Year 
Grad. 
Rate 
4-Year 
Grad. 
Number 
4-Year 
Grad. 
Rate 
5-Year 
Grad. 
Number 
5-Year 
Grad. Rate
Fall ‘02 991 66 6.7% 116 11.7% 143 14.4% 
Fall ‘03 809 42 5.2% 74 9.1% 96 11.9% 
Fall ‘04 997 79 7.9% 112 11.2% -- 0.0% 
Definition:  Graduation rate cohort includes first-time students whether new or transfer who have declared 
a major and indicated their educational goal was to Graduate from GTCC. 
(Guilford Technical Community College Office of Institutional Research and Planning, 2008) 
 
Examples of Initiatives within Developmental Departments 
Developmental Reading 
 Faculty from the developmental reading department who were concerned about 
the success of developmental reading students enrolling in entry-level courses decided to 
meet with the faculty of some of those courses to discuss the situation. 
Participant 12: 
In addition to just pulling the numbers from [the computer], [the reading 
department] also would have meetings with other departments (with the English 
department and psychology) to talk with them about what they see and what 
problems they see and what their students are lacking when they come from us. 
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They are talking about students in general, but not specifically about reading 
students. But, we just take what they had to say and tried to update our program 
from there. 
The recommendation from the entry-level course faculty was to teach students 
vocabulary related to the college level courses they would be taking the coming 
following year. The reading department found a text of sample college textbook chapters 
and integrated it into the course. At the time of this study, effectiveness of this approach 
had not been determined. 
Participant 12: 
It has only been under way, full force, last fall and this spring, so we are looking 
forward to finding that data to see if students are being more successful because 
of this. The data that we collected made this change and so now we want to see if 
the data bears out... but at the same time we are also going to need to go back so 
that we can compare. We are going to need to go back to classes that happened 
before and then try to track the same way so that we would have comparison.   
Developmental English 
 In the developmental English department, faculty developed an exit exam to 
compare the success of students taught by full-time faculty and those taught by adjunct 
faculty to see if there was a difference. 
Participant 6: 
This exit exam that was given across all sections - a scantron. So that they could 
look at what things are students missing? … Are some teachers routinely way 
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ahead of others.  So it took a lot of time, three semesters now they have done that. 
That has a lot of potential as a measurement device and again it is in the 
development stage…. It is taking a while to develop it but I think ultimately they 
will make decisions, we’ll make decisions, [using this information]. 
If the study found that students taught by full-time faculty were more successful, the 
department planned to use this data to support a request for more full-time faculty. At the 
time of this study, the department had not conducted analysis of the data.  
Developmental Math 
 In the developmental math department, faculty piloted a hybrid course using 
computers. The pilot was not successful and faculty sought other approaches to increase 
student success. 
Participant 3:   
That didn’t work out very well because of the data showed that too many students 
were dropping. So, we’re trying other things. We have, right now we are doing, a 
self pace course also. So, we’re trying that. So, one thing we do try is offer 
convenient times to take courses, and we also try alternative courses for students. 
At the time of this study, effectiveness of these approaches had not been determined.  
ACA: Student Success Courses 
 In the academic year 2007-2008, the average GPA for a student participating in an 
ACA course was 2.85. Those not participating in an ACA course averaged 2.60. The 
persistence rate of students attending an ACA course linked with an entry level courses 
was 67.4 percent compared to non participants’ persistence rate of 64.8 percent.   
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 In ACA 111 College Student Success, the persistence of those who enrolled in the 
class was greater than those who did not enroll in the course (see Table 5). Persistence for 
both populations decreased each semester. 
Table 5.  
Persistence of Cohort of ACA 11 Students Verse Non ACA 111 Students. 
First and continuing 
semesters of enrollment 
Persistence rate of an 
ACA 111 cohort 
Persistence rate of  Non 
ACA participants 
First Fall 83% 66% 
Second Fall 56% 45% 
Third Fall 28% 27% 
(Wiers, 2008)  
 
 Studies of developmental education academic related success courses indicated 
that they positively affected persistence. Subsequently, MDRC, a non profit research firm 
that conducted research to identify programs that positively impact the poor (MDRC, 
2008), requested an opportunity to conduct a controlled experiment to determine if 
students participating in ACA 118 College Study Skills were more successful than 
students in a control group.  
Participant 13: 
Students in this study, that is one of the qualifiers is that they place into at least 
one developmental course.  …They are looking to see a couple of things. Are the 
students who have that [ACA118], are they more successful in their other 
courses? Do they persist longer?   
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The expectation was that the study would determine that the ACA courses positively 
affected student success, and the college would be able to justify requiring the course of 
all freshmen who placed into two or more developmental courses. 
Attendance Policy  
 Developmental education departments instituted several attendance policies in an 
attempt to determine the most affective approach. Some decisions were based on data, 
and other times a concern for teaching responsibility impacted decisions. 
Participant 1: 
I asked everyone before we put the attendance policy in place. I asked everybody 
to let me know how many students had this many absences, this many absences, 
and what their grades were. So, we found that there were at least 18-19 absences 
and still passing the course.  We knew that going in, but what are we teaching 
them if we allow them to miss that many days and stay in the course? So we 
decided to come up with this policy that said you were only allowed 12 absences. 
On the 13th absence, you’re gone.…I started to say, over a period of time we 
started wondering if we were hurting ourselves with this.  So, then we decided to 
go, we basically said as long as you are doing well, you can stay in class. Anytime 
we had a number, but I don’t remember what that was, half that number. Every 
time you had an absence (this is a hard thing to enforce), as long as you were 
having a C average, you could stay in the class. Our success rate went up. But, we 
had students who would take advantage and were not learning how to be 
responsible and come to class. We then got frustrated. Then we decided to go 
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back. We went back to a stricter policy, and we only allowed 7. On the 7th 
absence, if you are doing well, you are allowed to stay in class, but if you’re not 
doing well, you get dropped. The maximum hours they could miss was 10. On the 
11th, no matter how you are doing, you get dropped. We went back only because, 
we probably hurt our success rates, but it may also enhance our students 
responsibility.   
Participant 8: 
So we do talk in the math department meetings about how to increase pass rates. 
We throw around ideas of attendance. We have lost a number of students because 
we have a very strict attendance policy. The thought behind the attendance policy 
is that a lot of students feel like, “Oh I know it I don’t need to come. I’ll just show 
up test day.” When we know that in fact is not true. So, we try to force them to 
come by saying, “If you don’t show up at least 80% of the time you are going to 
be dropped regardless of your average.” The verdict is still kind of out on that. 
We did see a big jump in pass rates when we started enforcing an attendance 
policy of 10 absences. You are not allowed to miss any more than 10 times. There 
is no such thing as an excused absence other than active military duty. So, you’re 
sick, your kid is sick, your car breaks down, it doesn’t matter. You had a report, it 
doesn’t matter. There is no such thing as an excused absence. So, we did see a big 
jump in pass rates when we did that. Then we tried to tighten the attendance 
policy a little bit and the pass rates dropped back down, so then we felt like we 
were too strict.    
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Developmental Education and Adult Basic Education 
Transition Program 
 A combined effort of the Division of Developmental Education and the Adult 
Basic Education (ABE) program developed the Transitions Program. This program was 
created as a result of a review of data on unsuccessful students in developmental 
education. The reviewers found that many students enrolled in the lowest levels of 
developmental education were performing at very low levels of reading, English and 
math, sometimes as low as the second and third grade. The decision was to create a 
learning community as an intervention for those whose assessment scores placed them in 
the lowest levels of all three developmental areas.   
 While the program was under construction, the program creator shared her ideas 
with other developmental education educators and made the changes they recommended. 
Changes continued during the program as the instructors asked for feedback. Feedback 
from the students and the instructors was used to make additional changes in the 
program. Sixty-five percent (13 of the 20 students) persisted, seven of them moving out 
of ABE into developmental education courses and six remaining in ABE (Participant 23).   
Other Related Comments 
Data: Access and Analysis 
Participant 4: 
We have data. I am not sure how accurate it is. I will analyze a piece of that, and I 
get one meaning from it. Another committee member will analyze it and get 
another meaning from it.  
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Participant 6: 
I don’t know what data is out there to be gotten. If that is it, then that is what I 
should be getting. I should be given training… and say we are going to improve in 
these “X” courses and we are going to do it by this date and we are doing the 
same thing and but I don’t see that yet.  It is an idea that is kind of out there.  
When you say data, the only data I think about with Achieving the Dream is the 
success rate in these courses.  I don’t even know what else there is to look at.   
Sharing Data on Grade Distribution and Completion Rate 
 Information on grade distribution and completion rate for faculty members’ 
classes was available to department chairs and upper administration. Department chairs 
were asked to distribute this information to their faculty. However, there was no 
coordinated effort for distribution and discussion at the department level. A concern 
about how data would be interpreted was expressed. 
Participant 16: 
People start thinking that that is how you are going to fire me even if it the 
discussion is more about student success.  
 Some department chairs said they just placed the information in faculty mailboxes 
without discussion because they were not sure how to approach the topic. An attempt to 
share data resulted in an unexpected outcome for one participant. 
Participant 1: 
There was a ton of defensiveness, and here I loved the data so much. Data didn’t 
scare me. Data is something used to look forward with, as well as having the trust, 
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which I knew I had. I know they trusted me, and I trusted them completely, but I 
really underestimated the impact of putting a success rate in someone’s mailbox 
without telling them about it. This was something we had to start thinking about. 
Even the best teachers. 
At the time of this study, there were some discussions underway about coordinating an 
approach for sharing this information and facilitating productive conversations. 
Anecdotal or Qualitative Data 
 Faculty expressed concern that evaluations were focused on numbers and did not 
include anecdotal information. It appeared that they wanted their experiences to be used 
to help measure program success. The tenor was one of feeling that data that could be 
gathered from their experiences were not valued. 
Participant 7:  
 I really think it is a good idea to collect data and not just numbers. I really think 
that Guilford Tech needs to put a little bit more credibility and weight to 
instructors saying that maybe they don’t have the data, the statistical data, to 
support that this is a good thing to be doing but that maybe they just have their 
feeling students are happier in class.  Students seem to be getting the material 
better and maybe there isn’t data, but that is just based on my experience. This 
class seems to be doing a whole lot better than previous classes… I really think 
that there is validity in listening to the instructors themselves being able to 
provide I guess what would be considered anecdotal evidence of things.  
However, one individual commented that their department did use qualitative data. 
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Participant 24: 
[In our department], we do tend to focus more on qualitative data maybe more 
than other departments do and maybe even more than we should because we are 
verbal people. So, we are going to listen to anecdotal evidence in a way that is 
different than somebody who is a quantitative person. We are going to listen to it, 
and we are going to say, “Well what I hear my students saying is this”... Or, what 
I have observed in my classroom is this. We are more likely than other folks to do 
that.   
The importance of anecdotal data was acknowledged as an important element of 
conducting action research, an approach under discussion in Developmental Education.   
Participant 5:  
Action research model is first you are making certain observations either through 
faculty or division ed chairs. They may say something to me about what an issue 
is or what we’d like to know about it. And then, we would go out and say well 
let’s put an action to it. Let’s go out there with as much information as we can 
about the situation. After reading it, ask the colleagues, “What have you?” and 
then put some sort of action into plan. Of course, you have to do the action and 
then go back and assess it to see how well it is doing and then make adjustments. 
The adjustment affects is always part of action research.  
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Other Motivations for Collecting Data       
Justification 
Participant 3: 
Well, I do know that the data that we collect does generate a lot of discussion, and 
it does generate a lot of ideas on how can we turn these things around to make it 
more. And, I hate to say this, but to show everyone else that we are doing our job, 
even though we know we’re doing our job. But when people that are limited to 
just reading you on paper, you know they make, they form, their own opinions as 
opposed to getting to know who you really are and what you’re really doing, and 
that’s the only thing.  
Participant 12: 
I think [looking at data] happened before I was here, so the whole climate of [my] 
department and all developmental ed started off as being interested to make sure 
that what we are doing is working. I don’t know if that is the case for other 
departments… In addition to really wanting to help the students, that is where 
they covered themselves and made sure that if anybody came to them and said, 
“Where do you do it?” They can say, “Well look, this is what we are doing.” They 
wanted to be able to justify what they are doing and defend what they are doing.  
Participant 1: 
The perception of administration was that we weren’t doing a good enough job: to 
get our students through it from fall-to-spring and fall-to-fall, potentially. They 
would start every year talking about developmental ed. That’s what got me: my 
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stubborn nature. I just wanted to know success rates just to prove them wrong. 
They were not terribly wrong as far as problems with student’s math, how many 
of them were able to get through. But, at least we had the data to look at it.   
Cost Benefit Analysis 
 Using data to determine cost effectiveness surfaced in interviews and at 
Achieving the Dream meetings because cost effectiveness studies could provide 
information necessary to advocate for funding initiatives that might have been more 
expensive but in which student success rates were high. For example, was it more cost 
effective to offer a learning community which served fewer students but in which student 
passing rates were high or continue to offer larger independent courses which students 
had to take several times before they passed. The comparison could prove greater cost 
effectiveness for the institution but also increase student persistence. The premise was 
that students would be more likely to persist in their studies if they were not spending 
money and time repeating courses. 
Comments on Using Data  
Participant 12: 
I was lucky to come into a department that really valued data and using it to make 
it work… We are putting ourselves out there and sometimes that invites criticism, 
but at least we are trying and working to try and make the best decisions.  
Participant 23: 
I think once you do it and you get used to seeing that data and knowing your 
success measures, that as long as we’ve got the same people, and we don’t have 
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tremendous turnover, which we don’t here at the college, I can’t imagine ever 
going back. I can’t imagine people not wanting that information and ever going 
back.  Because if you go back, you are operating in the dark. You don’t know 
what is working and what is not.  Now that we have been educated in it, I can’t 
imagine our employees ever allowing for it to go back.   
Participant 9: 
I think one of the things that I have watched this college do is evolve from really 
being totally not dependent to being very dependent on data. 
Participant 8: 
What we have to be careful about, we constantly remind ourselves that anytime 
we start something new, the data might not look 100% like we want it to because 
there is a little bit of a stumbling process. But, we have to remember that you 
stumble a little and then you get up and you move forward, but you don’t fall flat 
on your face. You also don’t just get up and start running. There is that walk, that 
jog, and so we have to be careful that when we try something new, we give it a 
chance to really work.   
Participant 3: 
I believe that everyone should know where they stand and it gives you a better 
consciousness about yourself. When you can say, “Okay, I didn’t do well this 
semester.” So, it kind of forced me to come up with some creative ideas to be able 
to retain my students and come up, “How can I make them learn better next 
semester?” I say, “I’m sorry for the ones I just messed up, if I messed them up, 
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but the ones that are coming after them I’m gonna do better.” Slowly, but surely, 
it increased. But, now, my hope is I hope all instructors are thinking that way. 
And, I can say for the most part, I’m gonna go out on a limb and say my 
instructors think that way. 
 Requests for student data from faculty in developmental education were said to be 
a large part of the 700 percent increase in request received by IRP in 2007. The types of 
data requested varied. 
Participant 13:  
Their requests are as simple as give me a list of students coming into this class so 
I can contact them ahead of time….to, well, the full standard report: grade 
distribution, success reports, retention reports, we do for them… Are [students] 
successful in that first level class where they start?  If they are, do they turn 
around and take that next course immediately?  Do they take a term off before 
they take the next level course?  That is one thing. Also, how many start in this 
level make it through the whole sequence, percentage wise?  How many start in 
two developmental courses at this level and this level make it all the way through?  
Who are starting at lets say the lowest level of all three make it through the 
progression of developmental courses, which is virtually none? 
Summary 
 Data collection and analysis at the college was motivated by external and internal 
forces. External to the college were requirements from the state to report on completion 
rates and student retention. Within the institution, requirements for strategic planning and 
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participation in Achieving the Dream were motivators. Within the Division of 
Developmental Education, data based decision making was motivated by the state, the 
college, and Achieving the Dream, but also emerged as a collective activity such as the 
pursuit of NADE certification. In addition, individual faculty were collecting data to 
determine better ways to teach their students.  
 Data on student success was generally positive. The reasons for collecting data 
varied from measuring student success to determining cost effectiveness, and the 
researcher heard additional positive comments on the use of data at the institution. 
Chapter five presents a discussion of the findings, an analysis, conclusions, and 
recommendations.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 
FINDINGS, ANALYSIS, AND CONCLUSIONS 
Introduction 
 Each year, only half of the students who enter developmental education at the 
community college complete remediation (McCabe, 2003), and there is little evidence on 
the effect of remedial courses and practices on their performance in subsequent courses, 
grade point averages, and persistence to graduation (Levin & Calcagno, 2007). Few 
institutions use data about their students and related outcomes to guide decisions to 
improve student success (MDC, 2004), and evaluation practices provide little information 
on what needs to be changed to make developmental education more effective (Grubb, 
2001). “The lack of a culture oriented toward evidence of specific student outcomes 
hampers informed decision making by institutions” (Dwyer, Millett, & Payne, 2006 , p. 
1). 
 Achieving the Dream institutions, like Guilford Technical Community College, 
are required to use data to guide decision making and build a culture of evidence at the 
institution. Over the duration of the five-year grant, institutions document the percentage 
of at-risk students who:    
 successfully complete developmental courses and progress to credit-bearing 
courses;  
 enroll in and successfully complete gatekeeper courses;  
 complete the courses they take, with a grade of C or higher;  
 re-enroll from one semester to the next; and  
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 earn certificates and degrees. (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 2) 
Achieving the Dream stresses the importance of using research and data to better 
understand and serve underserved students (Community College Research Center, 2005). 
Participating institutions collect and analyze data to help identify factors that may hinder 
or facilitate students’ academic success (Brock et al., p. ES-1). Achieving the Dream also 
“promotes and supports institutional change at community colleges” (MDC Inc., 2006, p. 
2). 
Study Overview 
 The purpose of this research was to explore Guilford Technical Community 
College’s commitment to establishing a culture of evidence that guides decision making 
to facilitate student success in developmental education. This research identified 
structures that were created to guide and support Achieving the Dream, how the 
institution was creating a culture of evidence (a requirement for Achieving the Dream 
institutions) that facilitated data based decision-making in developmental education, and 
related successes and challenges. 
Summary of Methods 
 This research study utilized the qualitative method of a case study approach to 
allow for an in-depth understanding of the situation (Patton, 1990). This approach 
allowed the researcher the flexibility to explore many aspects of the institution, 
Achieving the Dream, and developmental education through interviews, observations, 
and a review of related documents. Naturalistic inquiry was used to observe the 
phenomenon in its natural setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
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 An obvious challenge to gathering valid data from human participants is that they 
have a tendency to hide unappealing information, exaggerate information to impress the 
researcher, or use the interview as an opportunity to gripe about frustrations (Schein, 
2004).  In this study, the researcher was located at the study site for four months, 
observing and participating in both planned and unplanned activities. This provided an 
opportunity for prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, and member 
checking. As an intern at the institution, the researcher observed many meetings that were 
directly and indirectly related to the topic of this study and spent extended periods in 
unstructured discussions with the lead administrator for Achieving the Dream at the 
institution, the Division Chair for Developmental Education, and faculty and staff 
involved with Achieving the Dream. The researcher regularly attended the Achieving the 
Dream Management Team meetings and attended several meetings of committees 
providing support to Achieving the Dream. Though the researcher met with the Division 
Chair of Developmental Education, each of the Department chairs, and several faculty 
members, only one division meeting was observed.    
 The researcher conducted 23 interviews with administrators, faculty and staff, 
though the recording of one interview was erased before transcription. The lead 
administrator of the Achieving the Dream grant assisted with the identification of 
interview participants. The researcher selected additional participants from 
recommendations given by the first group of interview participants. A possible limitation 
of the study was that all interview participants were involved with either Achieving the 
Dream initiatives or the Division of Developmental Education.  
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Three Major Research Questions 
 Three questions guided interviews. 
 What structures were created at Guilford Technical Community College to guide 
and support Achieving the Dream planning, the implementation of strategies, and 
evaluation in developmental education? 
 How is Guilford Technical Community College creating a “culture of evidence” 
facilitating data based decision making in developmental education? 
 What related successes and challenge has Guilford Technical Community College 
experienced in developmental education?  
Additional questions were used to facilitate recall and elicit examples (see Appendix B).  
General Findings 
 When GTCC received the Achieving the Dream grant, two leadership teams were 
created, and standing college committees were charged to support Achieving the Dream 
initiatives. The leadership teams ensured communication with decision makers and top 
leadership at the institution. Standing committees were involved to integrate Achieving 
the Dream into the college system in an attempt to prevent the identification of Achieving 
the Dream as a “project de jour.” This also ensured that processes instilled by Achieving 
the Dream would not disappear when the grant ended.  
 At the time of this study, Achieving the Dream at GTCC was on its fourth year of 
a five-year grant. Data based decision making played a role throughout the developing 
stages of Achieving the Dream and with resulting initiatives. During the planning stages, 
individuals from across the college were brought together to discuss the at-risk 
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population and determine initiatives to pursue. This group consisted of individuals who 
worked directly with at-risk students. Their knowledge and experience coupled with the 
findings from a Noel-Levitz study that identified the characteristics of their at-risk 
population gave the planning group the insight necessary to identify initiatives that could 
help their students succeed. Achieving the Dream initiatives focused on developmental 
education students included learning communities, supplemental instruction, orientation 
courses, and mentoring, interventions recommended in the literature of this study.  
 A “Curriculum Scorecard” for developmental education monitored the college’s 
progress toward benchmarks set for student success in developmental education: success 
rates in developmental courses, graduation rates, fall-to-fall persistence, and progression 
in the developmental course sequence. Another Curriculum Scorecard monitoring student 
success of the full credit student population was available for comparison.  
 In addition to Achieving the Dream, other initiatives, processes, and offices at the 
institution required and supported data based decision making affecting the culture of 
evidence throughout the institution and within developmental education. Two such 
entities stood out: the strategic planning process and the Office of Institutional Research 
and Planning.       
 The strategic planning process required planning units to present their needs for 
the coming year with identified goals and means for measuring success. This practice 
stressed the importance of presenting data to support requests. The planning process was 
inclusive beginning at the planning unit level and advancing to the Institutional 
Effectiveness Committee level. At the committee level, each planning unit had a 
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representative who participated in a two-day review of all proposals for the strategic plan 
and contributed votes on which initiatives to recommend for funding.   
 A number of participant comments expressed the understanding that expenditures 
must be justified with supporting data, specifically cost effectiveness or cost benefit 
analysis. Participants noted that justification to keep successful initiatives for 
developmental education must prove that they are cost effective. For example, was it 
more cost effective to offer a learning community which served fewer students but in 
which student passing rates were high or continue to offer the regular larger independent 
courses in which students usually had to take several times before they passed. 
 The college supported data based decision making and the culture of evidence 
with an active and involved Office of Institutional Research and Planning. In addition to 
providing data and analysis on a request basis, IRP created data base tools for monitoring 
progress on benchmarks for the college and for specific departments as well as trained 
some faculty on extracting data and data analysis. The implementation of these tools was 
underway, but not fully integrated into college processes. The involvement of IRP in the 
LEC strengthened discussions about data on Achieving the Dream initiatives and the 
implications of those findings.    
 Within the Division of Developmental Education, faculty were exploring hurdles 
to student success prior to Achieving the Dream and access to Achieving the Dream grant 
funds for new strategies appeared to be well received. This study also found the 
emergence of initiatives in developmental education using data that were independent of 
Achieving the Dream requirements though faculty noted that the presence of Achieving 
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the Dream had influenced them to seek data before making a change. A growing interest 
in strengthening the culture of evidence in developmental education was evident in the 
division’s decision to pursue NADE certification. This process required an “analysis of 
baseline and comparative evaluation data to demonstrate the use of continuous and 
systematic assessment and evaluation” (NADE, 2008, ¶ 1). 
Analysis 
 This research explored the commitment of Guilford Technical Community 
College, an Achieving the Dream participant, to establishing a “culture of evidence” that 
guides decision making to facilitate student success in developmental education 
programs. Schein (2004) noted, “Culture change per se is not usually a valid goal. 
Instead, the organization typically has some problems that need fixing or some new goals 
that need to be achieved. In the context of such organizational changes culture becomes 
involved” (p. 319). “Achieving the Dream: Community Colleges Count is a multi-year 
national initiative that promotes institutional change to improve student success” 
(Achieving the Dream, 2005, p. 1). Based on observations and interviews, the researcher 
would argue that actions taken as a part of the implementation of the Achieving the 
Dream grant facilitated transformational institutional change building a culture of 
evidence at GTCC.   
Kotter’s Eight Stage Process of Creating Major Change 
 This researcher poses that steps taken to institute Achieving the Dream and guide 
related initiatives have contributed to institutional change and the building a culture of 
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evidence. The researcher’s analysis is supported by Kotter’s (1996) eight-stage process 
for “producing successful change of any magnitude in organizations” (p.20): 
1. Establish a Sense of Urgency. 
 Examine market and competitive realities. 
 Identify and discuss crises, potential crises, or major opportunities.  
2. Form a Powerful Guiding Coalition. 
 Assemble a group with enough power to lead the change effort. 
 Encourage the group to work as a team. 
3. Create a Vision. 
 Create a vision to help direct the change effort. 
 Develop strategies for achieving that vision. 
4. Communicate the Vision. 
 Use every vehicle possible to communicate the new vision and strategies.  
 Teach new behaviors by the example of the guiding coalition. 
5. Empower Others to Act on the Vision. 
 Get rid of obstacles to change. 
 Change systems or structures that seriously undermine the vision. 
 Encourage risk taking and nontraditional ideas, activities, and actions.  
6. Plan for and Create Short-Term Wins. 
 Plan for visible performance improvements. 
 Create those improvements. 
 Recognize and reward employees involved in the improvements.  
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7. Consolidate Improvements and Produce Still More Change. 
 Use increased credibility to change systems, structures, and policies that 
don't fit the vision. 
 Hire, promote, and develop employees who can implement the vision. 
 Reinvigorate the process with new projects, themes, and change agents.  
8. Institutionalize New Approaches. 
 Articulate the connections between the new behaviors and organizational 
success. 
 Develop the means to ensure leadership development and succession. 
(Kotter, 1998, ¶ 24) 
Kotter (1996) stated, “Major change takes a long time” (p. 132). Change was underway at 
GTCC. The following descriptions elaborate on progress in each of Kotter’s stages 
related to Achieving the Dream impact on change. These examples are not meant to infer 
completion of any one stage. As Kotter (1996) stated, “Successful change of any 
magnitude goes through all eight stages, usually in the sequence shown…Although one 
normally operates in multiple phases at once” (p.23). The following discussion also 
includes references to Schein’s (2004) findings on transformational change. 
Establish a sense of urgency 
 Similar to Kotter’s definition of a sense of urgency, Schein (2004) noted that the 
motivation to change is brought about when there is “enough disconfirming data to cause 
serious discomfort and disequilibrium” and “the connection of the disconfirming data to 
important goals and ideals, causing anxiety and/or guilt”  (Schein, 1980, 1999b, cited in 
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Schein, 2004, p. 320). Schein (2004) identified, “Disconfirming data are any items of 
information that show the organization that some of its goals are not being met or some 
of its processes are not accomplishing what they are supposed to (p. 321).  
 In the case of Achieving the Dream, not meeting state goals contributed to the 
discomfort. In addition, several faculty expressed that the lack of student success in 
developmental courses was something they heard complaints about from the 
administration on a regular basis. They were frustrated that their hard work was not 
paying off and it made them look as though they were not doing their jobs.   
 Once the grant was received, a different sense of urgency emerged. The grant was 
for only five years, requiring quick decisions about how to best use the funding to 
increase student success and the quick implementation of initiatives. In addition, an 
urgency to focus on Achieving the Dream increased when Achieving the Dream was 
identified as one of the college’s Critical Issues with benchmarks published for the full 
college to see. The college, in a sense, expanded ownership of Achieving the Dream 
initiatives to that of the full institution.     
Form a powerful guiding coalition 
 Achieving the Dream literature recommended the identification of teams to lead 
the Achieving the Dream charge at the institution. GTCC followed that recommendation 
to create a Core Team as a guiding coalition. This team involved top leadership from the 
institution, members of the board of trustees, and the membership of the Achieving the 
Dream leadership Team, the team responsible for decision making, grant fund 
allocations, and implementation of initiatives.  
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 Kotter (1996) noted, “The first step to putting together the kind of team that can 
direct change is to find the right membership” (p. 57). At GTCC, the membership in both 
leadership teams, the Core Team and the Achieving the Dream Management Team, met 
Kotter’s criteria: key players with position power, relevant expertise, credibility at the 
institution, and proven leadership skills. 
Create a vision 
 The Achieving the Dream Management Team brought together representatives 
from across the college, especially those who worked directly with at-risk students, to 
create a vision for Achieving the Dream and to identify initiatives. The team identified 
strategies, goals, and benchmarks and the college’s Strategic Plan identified Achieving 
the Dream’s as Critical Issue One. Though a specific vision statement was not evident, 
there appeared to be an understanding that the goal of increasing student success to the 
benchmarks identified was the vision. As Senge (1990) stated, “When there is a genuine 
vision (as opposed to the all-too-familiar ‘vision statement’), people excel and learn, not 
because they are told to, but because they want to” (p. 9).  
Communicate the vision 
 Members of the Achieving the Dream Management Team presented Achieving 
the Dream to the college at the fall convocation after the grant was received. The session 
identified propelling reasons for participation in the grant (the need for greater skills in 
our workforce, poor retention, low graduation rates), goals to be accomplished, and the 
initiatives that would be taken to reach those goals. Many individuals learned more about 
this Achieving the Dream vision for student success from their participation on one of the 
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standing committees that supported Achieving the Dream. In addition, the decision to 
include Achieving the Dream within the strategic plan as a critical issue solidified the 
vision at the institution.  
Empower others to act on the vision 
 Several actions were taken by the Achieving the Dream Management Team to 
empower others to act on the Achieving the Dream vision: involving standing committees 
rather than creating new committees, collaborating with IRP to increase access to data, 
providing funding to explore examples of good practice, professional development, and 
implement new approaches, and allowing implementers to take charge of their initiatives.  
1. Involving Current Committees. When the Achieving the Dream grant was 
received, a cognizant decision was made to charge standing committees to 
work with Achieving the Dream rather than to create new structures. This 
decision was made to ensure that the processes created by Achieving the 
Dream, such as data based decision making, would become institutionalized 
and not disappear when the funding ended. Including Achieving the Dream 
responsibilities in standing committees also empowered those committees 
increasing institutional ownership of Achieving the Dream. Last, reworking 
the roles of standing college committees alleviated adding more meetings and 
more responsibilities to college faculty and staff.   
2. Collaborating with Institutional Research and Planning. Increasing access to 
data removed an obstacle to change that was prevalent before and even during 
the first year of Achieving the Dream. An accessible and supportive IRP staff, 
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the creation of data bases supporting data analysis, and regular reports on 
student progress empowered individuals involved in initiatives that were 
addressing student success. 
3. Funding. Grant funds allowed the institution to send individuals to observe 
examples of good practice, participate in formal training, and to implement 
new initiatives at the institution. For example, representatives from the college 
interested in instituting learning communities participated in training at 
Evergreen University.  
4. Leadership. Individuals implementing initiatives assumed leadership and 
management roles.    
 Schein (2004) referred to activities at this stage as cognitive restructuring: “new 
learning, through trial and error based on scanning the environment broadly, or imitation 
of role models, based on psychological identification with the role model” (p. 325). 
Achieving the Dream initiatives were a mix of implementations of examples of good 
practice found at other institutions such as learning communities and supplemental 
instruction and trial and error approaches such as offering alternative instructional 
approaches for developmental math. However, perhaps the greatest behavior change was 
that of collecting and interpreting data to determine the success of initiatives.  
Plan for and create short-term wins 
 Kotter (1996) noted that short-term wins must be visible, unambiguous, and 
“clearly related to the change effort” (p. 122). The Office of IRP progress reports and 
Curriculum Scoreboard met this criteria listed above providing feedback on progress 
  
112
toward benchmarks as did smaller reports on the success of students who participated in 
specific initiatives. At the end of each year, an annual report on Achieving the Dream for 
the national office celebrated successes at the institution. In addition, participation in 
Achieving the Dream required that institutions give presentations about their successful 
initiatives. Several individuals took the opportunity to showcase and celebrate their 
success.      
Consolidate improvements and produce still more change 
 Kotter (1996) identified five characteristics of this stage: “More change, not less”; 
“More help”; “Leadership from senior management”; “Project management and 
leadership from below”; and “Reduction of unnecessary interdependencies” (p. 143). 
Two characteristics were evident to the researcher. Senior management (in this case the 
administrator in charge of the grant) tirelessly worked on “maintaining clarity of shared 
purpose for the overall effort and keeping the urgency levels up” (p. 143). Project 
management and leadership from below was also evident. From the beginning, 
individuals in the lower levels of the hierarchy were empowered with the leadership and 
project management of individual initiatives.    
 Institutionalize new approaches 
 Schein (2004) noted, “As soon as confirming data from important environmental 
sources, external stakeholders, or internal sources are produced, the new beliefs and 
values gradually stabilize, become internalized, and, if they continue to work, become 
taken-for-granted assumptions until new disconfirmations start the change process all 
over again” (p. 328). At the time of this study, Achieving the Dream had begun looking 
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for ways to institutionalize initiatives that were found to increase student success at the 
institution. Discussion on approaches to take to advocate for more costly programs 
included cost benefit analysis studies. Though some specific initiatives may not be 
continued due to funding constraints, several observations of institutionalization lead the 
researcher to believe that change has taken hold and the culture of evidence may continue 
to grow.  
1. The strategic planning process had expectations that data be used for planning 
and evaluation.   
2. The Division of Developmental Education had begun work toward NADE 
certification, a process that required monitoring the division’s progress toward 
increasing student success.  
3. The Curriculum Scoreboard used to monitor progress toward student success 
benchmarks by Achieving the Dream and the college was being refined for 
use throughout the college including within individual departments. 
Conclusions  
 
 The purpose of this study was to explore an Achieving the Dream institution’s 
commitment to establishing a “culture of evidence” that guides decision making to 
facilitate student success in developmental education programs. Three questions guided 
the researcher’s study. Through interviews, observations, and a review of pertinent 
college documents, the researcher developed an understanding of how institutional 
change was creating a culture of evidence at the institution.  An analysis of Achieving the 
Dream actions and activities using Kotter’s (1996) Eight Stage Process of Creating Major 
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Change as a framework allowed the researcher to assess progress at GTCC toward 
building a culture of evidence.  
 The implementation of the Achieving the Dream grant was done with forethought. 
The goal of institutional change began at the start with the creation of a Core Team of 
decision makers from the leadership. The use of standing committees to assist with 
Achieving the Dream expanded ownership into smaller decision making groups 
providing those individuals with opportunities to shape and influence the future of 
Achieving the Dream processes. Last, empowering individuals throughout the institution 
to assume leadership and project management for initiatives continued to strengthened 
ownership for increasing student success.  
 Achieving the Dream implemented a number of the initiatives to increase student 
success. Several of them were ones identified in the literature review as effective with the 
developmental populations such as learning communities and supplemental instruction. 
Both initiatives increased student success at the institution. Student success courses, cited 
in the literature to contribute to student success, were involved in a controlled study to 
determine the impact of these courses on student success. In addition, Achieving the 
Dream met both benchmarks set for measuring student success within the developmental 
education populations: increasing the fall-to-fall retention rate of developmental 
education students as measured in cohort data and increasing the percentage of 
developmental education students who satisfy developmental education requirements by 
the end of the second fall term. 
  
115
 Much is happening at GTCC on their road to increasing student success. 
Involvement from throughout the college, the implementation of successful initiatives, 
progress toward their benchmarks, and access to the data to facilitate and monitor success 
all contribute to a growing culture of evidence at the institution. Culture change happens 
as the organization changes to address some problems that need fixing (Schein, 2004). 
Student success amongst the developmental education student population needs fixing 
across the country. In their attempt to fix the problem, GTCC has created change at the 
institution resulting in an increasing culture of evidence and student success.   
Recommendations  
  The following recommendations are a combination of the researcher’s 
observations and recommendations of the participants themselves. Some of these were at 
the discussion stage at the institution during the time of the researcher’s internship.  
Discussion facilitation 
 Data on student success in individual classes was available to division chairs, but 
several chairs remarked that they were uncertain as to how to disseminate the information 
and facilitate constructive conversations. Steps could be taken to facilitate constructive 
conversations including training individuals to lead open discussions on data analysis and 
interpretation.  
Increase access to data 
 Access to student data was limited at the institution, even basic student data to 
determine student success such as persistence or success in subsequent classes. Increasing 
access to data, along with the necessary training on data analysis, could empower faculty 
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and staff to monitor their impact on students and inspire them to experiment with new 
ways to affect student success.    
Create a college Achieving the Dream publication 
 GTCC had no informational literature about Achieving the Dream and related 
GTCC initiatives, goals, and successes. Such literature could be helpful in recruiting 
more people at the institution to become involved, to add credibility to the Achieving the 
Dream processes in place, and, to share information on Achieving the Dream with others 
as required by the national office. This literature could evolve into generic literature 
about supporting student success after the grant has ended.   
Focus on the developmental classroom 
 At GTCC and in several external conversations about increasing student success 
in developmental education, conversations turned to the need to explore new pedagogical 
approaches for developmental education and to what takes place in the classroom.     
Identify short-term wins  
 Short-term wins in a form that recognizes individuals and celebrates 
accomplishments could go a long way to bring attention to the vision, affirm the mission, 
and keep individuals involved in initiatives motivated.  
Themes for Future Research  
The role of inquiry 
 This study focused on data based decision making and a culture of evidence. 
Literature on Achieving the Dream has added the process of “inquiry” to data based 
decision making and the culture of evidence. Inquiry would imply opening the discussion 
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and analysis stages to future questioning and exploration. Future studies exploring the 
process and importance of inquiry may unveil a larger role for discussion and exploration 
at development and analysis stages of interventions.    
Cost benefit analysis 
 Developmental education consumes a large portion of funding in higher education 
not only because of the large number of students needing these courses, but because 
students often must take courses several times to reach required outcomes. Several 
initiatives at GTCC were found to contribute to student success including learning 
communities and supplemental instruction. These initiatives, however, cost more than 
offering courses in the traditional manner. Cost benefit analysis could determine if it is 
more cost effective to spend more to offer learning communities and supplemental 
instruction that would prevent students from having to retake courses. 
Transformational leadership 
 “Producing change is about 80 percent leadership -- establishing direction, 
aligning, motivating, and inspiring people -- and about 20 percent management -- 
planning, budgeting, organizing, and problem solving: (Kotter, 1998, ¶ 28). A study of 
the role of the lead administrator of this grant would illustrate the importance of 
transformational leadership in the successful implementation of an Achieving the Dream 
grant.  
Explore the impact of smaller class sizes 
 Several initiatives found to increase student success, such as learning 
communities, have the common characteristic of small class sizes allowing for increased 
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contact with the faculty. An examination of various class sizes and resulting student 
success could provide insight into how the size of the classroom may impact student 
success. 
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APPENDIX A: 
TREATISE LETTER OF CONSENT 
 
Title  
• Increasing Student Success through Data Based Decision-making at Guilford 
Technical Community College* 
 
IRB PROTOCOL # 2007110159 
 
Conducted By  
• Doctoral student, Margaret Ann-Schmid Shelton, University of Texas at Austin, 
512-656-6820.  
• Faculty sponsor: Dr. John Roueche, University of Texas at Austin, 512-471-7545. 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 
information about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this 
study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask 
any questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your 
participation is entirely voluntary.  You can refuse to participate without penalty or loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any 
time and your refusal will not impact current or future relationships with University of 
Texas Austin or participating sites.  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish to stop 
participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your 
records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore Achieving the Dream at Guilford Technical 
Community College (GTCC) and identify how the institution uses data to facilitate 
decision making in developmental education.  
 
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things: 
• Reflect on your experiences with Achieving the Dream at GTCC. 
• Talk about how GTCC collects, interprets, and uses data to facilitate decision 
making in developmental education. 
• Identify structures at GTCC that guide and support Achieving the Dream 
planning, implementation of strategies, and evaluation with regard to 
developmental education. 
• Share any specific data, processes, implantations, outcomes, or other information 
that you think can help me create a comprehensive picture of data based decision 
making at GTCC with regard to developmental education. 
 
Total estimated time to participate in study is approximately one hour. 
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Risks of being in the study 
• The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life.   
 
Benefits of being in the study 
• Participation in interviews will allow the study to create a comprehensive picture 
of activities supporting GTCC commitment to establishing a “culture of 
evidence,” specifically facilitating data based decision making in developmental 
education. 
 
Compensation:   
• No compensation is offered for participation.  
 
Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other 
researchers in the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. 
In these cases, the data will contain no identifying information that could associate 
you with it, or with your participation in any study. 
 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized 
persons from The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review 
Board, and (study sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your research records and 
will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  All 
publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a 
subject. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new information that may 
become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, 
want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers 
conducting the study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top 
of this page.  If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, 
complaints, concerns, or questions about the research please contact Jody Jensen, Ph.D., 
Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the Office of Research Support and Compliance at 
(512) 471-8871 or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
 
You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 
 
*The title of this study was changed at the time of the treatise defense. 
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APPENDIX B: 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
 
Increasing Student Success through Data-Based Decision-making 
at Guilford Technical Community College 
 
To explore an Achieving the Dream institution’s commitment to establishing a “culture 
of evidence” - the collection and analyses of institutional student data and the resulting 
institutional adjustments and strategies implemented - that guides decision-making to 
facilitate student success in developmental education.  
 
• What structures have been created at GTCC to guide and support Achieving the 
Dream planning, the implementation of strategies, and evaluation in developmental 
education? 
 
• How is GTCC creating a “culture of evidence”: facilitating data based decision-
making in developmental education? 
 
• What related challenges and successes has GTCC experienced in developmental 
education? 
 
1. History of Achieving the Dream at Guilford Tech.  
2. Structures at Guilford Tech that support Achieving the Dream planning in 
developmental education 
3. Structures at Guilford Tech that support Achieving the Dream implementation of 
strategies in developmental education 
4. Structures at Guilford Tech that support Achieving the Dream evaluation in 
developmental education 
5. How is GTCC creating a “culture of evidence”: facilitating data based decision 
making in developmental education – specifically, the collection and analyses of 
institutional student data  
a. What data? Why? How collected? 
b. How is analysis conducted? By whom? 
6. Resulting institutional adjustments and strategies implemented – that directly or 
indirectly affect success in the developmental education program 
a. How decided? Who pursues or implements? 
7. Related challenges and successes has GTCC experienced building a culture of 
evidence in developmental education? 
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